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Research Paper

Syncretism of Traditional Buddhism in Japan:

A Case Study of Koyasan-Shingon Sect

Kanokewarn Suthiphorn*
Ph.D. Candidate in Integrated Science,

College of Interdisciplinary Studies, Thammasat University

Abstract

This study aims to describe the syncretism characteristics of Traditional Buddhism
in Japan in the present day. The Kongobuji monastery in Wakayama Prefecture is the head-
quarters of the Koyasan-Shingon sect. The Koyasan-Shingon sect is traditional Buddhism
with a history dating back over 1200 years. It originated in the Heian period (794-1192). The
data mentioned in this thesis was collected by way of reviewing literatures, and observing
as well as interviewing 13 Shingon sect followers. The data collection was conducted over
two periods at Koyasan Mountain in the Wakayama Prefecture of Japan; the first period for
gathering data took place between September 2011 and March 2012 and the second period
was conducted in July 2012. The syncretism of the Koyasan-Shingon sect can be classified
into two aspects: the syncretism acknowledged by the area of actual practice and the other
acknowledged by abstract concepts. The findings revealed that the syncretism characteristics of
actual pratice and abstract concepts indicated a combination of Mahayana Buddhism with the
Japanese indigenous religion (Shinto), Confucianism, Taoism, Christianity, Brahmanism and
Buddhism from Thailand and Myanmar. With reference to the findings from the interviews,
the sect followers explicitly and visibly respect their ancestors. Additionally, syncretism by the
Koyasan Shingon sect attracts the followers to participate unceasingly in the sect’s activities

and rituals.

Keywords: Traditional Buddhism, koyasan-shingon sect, syncretism

* Corresponding author e-mail: kanokewarn@yahoo.com
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