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Ancient National Buddhism and its Social Ruling Function in Regional Communities

Summary of Thesis:

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this dissertation research is to examine the social ruling function of Buddhism in
regional communities (i.e. Regional Buddhism) in ancient Japan through critical text analysis of
Nihon koku genpou zen-aku ryoi ki ( [ B AEBR#@EEFERT] |, Hereafter, Ryoi ki) and Todaiji
fuju monnkou ( [H K SF#EaH3CHE] , Hereafter, Fuju monnkou)

Buddhism came from Kudara to Japan around the mid-sixth century and it was initially
accepted by the royal family and central baronial families (i.e. National Buddhism). By the end
of the seventh century, Buddhism rapidly spread to regional baronial families. However, it has
been unexamined to which level of the social strata Buddhism was transmitted. Still, from the
1970s to 1980s archaeological excavations found Sonraku-nai Jiin that were Buddhism
temples at the rural village level. This indicates that Buddhism was spread to regional
communities.

Exploring the social ruling function of ancient Buddhism from 6th to 9th century indicates that
Buddhism took 200 years to spread across the entire Japanese society and also identifies the
features of Japanese Buddhism.

Review of Prior Studies

Until the 1980s, scholars of Buddhism history such as Zennosuke Tuji, Mitsusada Inoue, and
Enchyo Tamura, considered National Buddhism as the primary focus and either paid less
attention to Regional Buddhism or considered it as contrary to National Buddhism. This line of
analysis had lasted for some time. However, from the late 1980s, instead of aggregating
ancient Buddhism as a monolithic National Buddhism, Kazuhiko Yoshida proposed a new
theory of pluralistic ancient Buddhism in which National Buddhism is divided into Buddhism
among loyal family, baronial families, and the general public. His theory has occupied an
important place in the contemporary research on Buddhism history in Japan.

Summary of Findings

This dissertation provides three new findings. First, my critical text analysis of Ryoi ki and Fuju
monkou indicates that Kandaiji monks created both documents by using the historical
documents of Chinese Buddhism that were monistically accepted by a Japanese envoy to
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Tang Dynasty China. Specifically, through incorporating a narrative structure from Buddhism
narrative collections, Irei ki was created as a Japanese original document influenced by the
perceptions of Kandai ji monks as well as the historical background of Regional Buddhism. The
critical text analysis also revealed that, upon embracing worship and repentance in the Toh
dynasty, the content of Fuju monkou was influenced by the sponsors of Buddhism memorial
services.

Second, through the analysis of Ryoi ki, there were largely two strata of Buddhist groups.
The first group was those who were equivalent to or higher strata than Guniji (i.e. regional
rulers) who built “Tera” that had a big Buddhist monastery structure and building site. The
second group was village chiefs who built “Doh” that is usually one building.

Third, the critical text analysis of Fuju monkou indicated that at the Buddhist service held in
the Doh in rural villages, Kandai-ji monks who had a central authority and ample knowledge
about Buddhism were invited as missionary and regional monks and Doh patrons were
gathered and praised. This complemented religious control structure and the patrons’ village
ruling. In other words, ancient Kandai-ji monks gained Buddhism knowledge through Japanese
envoys to Tang Dynasty China and played an important role to intervene the structure of
religious ruling in regional communities.

Significance of the Study

While prior research did not specify the relationship between National Buddhism and Regional
Buddhism, this dissertation research clearly indicates the position of Regional Buddhism in the
historical studies. As discussed in this dissertation, the role of Regional Buddhism was a
transformation of National Buddhism. This leads to a need of reexamination of Yoshida's
pluralistic Buddhism theory that considers Buddhism was parallelly embraced among different
social strata. In contrast, this study presents a new perspective that overall ancient Regional
Buddhism was subsumed by National Buddhism.

Future Research

After World War Il, the technical term of “Buddhism among the general public” was positioned
as contrary to National Buddhism. However, as discussed in this dissertation research,
Regional Buddhism was embraced primarily by a regional ruling class and also it was a
transformation of National Buddhism. In this context the term “Buddhism among the general
public” does not fit or cannot capture the findings of this study, and thus the term and concept
need to be reexamined in future research.
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