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= PREFACE

One of the most frustrating experiences of my life was that of becoming
suddenly illiterate when I stepped off the plane and into Narita Airport in
January of 2002. I had moved to Japan on a whim and with little linguistic
preparation, having landed a teaching job via the Internet about three or four
weeks prior. I took with me a newly acquired teaching license, the enthusi-
asm of a recent college graduate, and a pact I had made with myself that I
would live in Japan for at least one year.

There are many things that could be said about that first year in Tokyo,
but one feeling that stays with me is that of being almost entirely unable to
decipher the written messages all around me. In addition to its rampant noise
pollution (everything talks), Tokyo is a cacophony of printed messages. Yet
because I could not yet read in Japanese, for my first few weeks I wandered
in a muted version of the city. On trains—and Tokyoites spend a lot of time
on trains—I was impervious to the relentless bombardment of ad campaigns,
unable to catch up on the latest gossip regarding celebrities and the imperial
family printed in hanging tabloid ads, indifferent to (because ignorant of) the
printed admonitions to report suspicious activity. My hiragana reading was
slow and awkward, and katakana still largely eluded me.!

During my commutes, I began to combat my illiteracy by documenting
correspondences [ saw between Romanized spellings of train stations and
their kanji and hiragana equivalents. My sight word vocabulary grew slowly
and steadily, as did my collection of flashcards and pocket notebooks. With
time, I was able to navigate Tokyo’s labyrinthine train system and muddle
my way through a restaurant menu.

To be truly literate, however, I had to pick up a book and just start read-
ing. When I did, I turned to Japan’s illustrated serial novels called manga. In
addition to supplementing text with pictures, manga often include phonetic
glosses for characters that may be unfamiliar to some readers, making them
ideal literacy aids for second language learners.

I began with readily comprehensible fare like Doraemon (a classic series
about the adventures of protagonist Nobita and his robotic cat from the fu-
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ture), Crayon Shin-chan (shorts about an eternally young and irrepressible
boy with a penchant for nudity and mischief, somewhat like Calvin of Calvin
and Hobbes), Conan (a brilliant teen detective trapped in the body of a prepu-
bescent schoolboy), and One Piece (a story about a ragtag ship of pirates who
do more do-gooding than pillaging). Within a couple of months of starting
to read manga, I was regularly borrowing volumes of One Piece and Conan
from my students. I was hooked.

My experience with manga changed, however, when I discovered Tezuka
Osamu’s Phoenix (Hi no tori). I saw that Tezuka had woven bits of Japanese
religious history into his narrative, and his already compelling story gained
additional intellectual appeal for me since I had majored in religious studies
as an undergraduate. At around the same time as that discovery, a friend
introduced me to the anime (animated films) of Studio Ghibli directors Mi-
yazaki Hayao and Takahata Isao, both of whom similarly incorporated reli-
gious imagery and vocabulary into their works. I found Miyazaki’s Nausicad
of the Valley of the Wind (Kaze no Tani no Naushika) and Takahata’s Pom
Poko (Heisei tanuki gassen ponpoko) particularly intriguing. Although at the
time I could not articulate the role that apparently religious content played
in these various works (much less how Japanese people would interpret that
content), given the evident popularity of such manga and anime, I wondered
if there was something particularly compelling about the ways in which
these master storytellers deployed religious imagery and vocabulary in their
narratives.

When I left Japan in 2004, I already had the germ of an idea for a research
project related to these questions. I started to write this book to answer a
question that seemed simple enough: why—in light of Japan’s evident and
often fervent secularism—were manga and anime with apparently religious
themes so numerous and so popular?

[ returned to Japan between 2005 and 2007 to pursue this question and
draft most of the material on which this book is based. In the field, how-
ever, the question turned out to be maddeningly complex; as my research
proceeded, the nature of the question changed. I wanted to know whether
and how these evidently religious themes—which run the gamut from cava-
lier appropriations of formal religious imagery to pious renditions of saintly
hagiographies and sententious explications of religious doctrines—came to
influence people’s daily lives and worldviews.

The following pages form the beginning of an answer to these inter-
twined questions. I found that while much of the deployment and reception
of apparently religious imagery and vocabulary in manga and anime is casual
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and often irreverent, some audience members have responded to particular
characters or to the oeuvre of a certain author or director with fervent de-
votion. Some people have created new ritual traditions based on fictional
worlds, and some have interpreted manga and anime in light of their lessons
for daily life. Furthermore, some artists have adopted leadership roles for fan
groups that have legally incorporated as religions. Manga and anime cul-
ture thus reveals aspects of religion in contemporary Japan that exist at the
boundaries of formal religious institutions and their doctrines. The produc-
tion and reception of these influential media provide provocative examples
of the ways in which fictional settings can influence, absorb, and create re-
ligious worlds, and how fictional characters and fanciful ideas can inspire
audiences and influence their worldviews.
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= CONVENTIONS

In an ideal world, this book would be as thoroughly illustrated as its subject
matter, but the exigencies of keeping print costs down (and the difficulty of
getting permission to use all of the images that might be appropriate) mili-
tate against it. I compensate for the limited number of figures I am able to
use by deploying visual metaphors throughout the text. The use of words
such as “draw,” “frame,” “illustrate,” “depict,” “render,” “trace,” “portray,” and
“visualize” is designed to serve as a reminder of the visual qualities of the me-
dia under consideration and to highlight recursive relationships between the
literal and figurative registers of these terms. Similarly, through phrases such
as “recreating religion” and “entertaining religious ideas” I am mobilizing the
simultaneously subversive and allusive power of puns to bolster theoretical
points about recursive relationships between religion and entertainment.

All figures included in this book either fall within the standards of fair
use or are reproduced with the kind permission of the publishers and copy-
right holders. Photographs are by the author. Citations of manga are from
paperback or hardback volumes rather than from weekly or monthly maga-
zines, and I cite only the volumes in my personal collection. Unless I indicate
otherwise, the volumes listed should not be taken as making up the entirety
of the series. I only translate titles where necessary, and Japanese translit-
erations of English words (e.g., Ultraheaven, Death Note) have been simply
rendered in the English to avoid confusion. Otherwise, I follow authors’” and
publishers’ chosen transliterations where appropriate (e.g., Kujakuoh instead
of Kujakuo).

Japanese names are given in traditional Japanese order, family name first,
with the exception of Japanese authors writing in English or in the case of
historical figures who are primarily known by other sobriquets. Following
Japanese publishers’ preferred conventions, authors and directors are listed
with their family names last in copyright acknowledgments for the figures.
Some Japanese authors do not follow normal rules of transliteration when
rendering their names in the Roman alphabet; I have maintained fidelity to
their chosen spellings (e.g., Kubo Tite would usually be written Kubo Taito).
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[ have retained diacritical marks on all Japanese terms, except for the most
common of place names (e.g., Tokyo instead of Tokyo). In referring to histori-
cal periods, for broad historical spans such as Heian or Edo, I have used the
word “period,” and for imperial reign dates I have used the term “era.” Where
appropriate, I designate Sanskrit with the abbreviation “Skt.,” Chinese with
“Ch.” and Japanese with “Jp.”

With the exception of Kuroda Minoru, the names of all interviewees
have been changed to preserve their anonymity. All survey respondents and
interviewees were the age of majority in Japan (twenty) at the time of the
survey or interview; a small number of survey responses from underage re-
spondents were discarded. When citing posts on fan community message
boards, I have listed the posts by number rather than by the handles that
the posters use. This is both to grant the writers some degree of anonymity
and to compensate for the fact that community members often change their
online nicknames.

All Japanese translations are my own unless otherwise indicated in the
text or citations, and I accept full responsibility for any mistakes in transla-
tion or transliteration, as well as for any factual errors or sins of omission.
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= INTRODUCTION

Religious Frames of Mind

he 20 March 1995 poisonous gas attack on the Tokyo subway system

perpetrated by the religious group Aum Shinriky6 irrevocably changed
the Japanese religious landscape. Armed with plastic bags of liquid sarin (a
deadly nerve agent) wrapped in newspaper, members of the group’s inner
elite boarded multiple trains that were converging on Kasumigaseki Station
in central Tokyo. In the midst of the rapidly crowding trains, the Aum mem-
bers punctured the bags with sharpened umbrellas, quickly debarked, and
hastened to their rendezvous destination. The liquid evaporated and spread
through the train cars, killing twelve, injuring hundreds, and mildly affecting
thousands. Already under suspicion for other crimes, the reclusive religious
group became the primary terror suspect, and a raid on Aum compounds
throughout the country yielded evidence that the group had been amassing
an arsenal of weaponry in anticipation of imminent apocalypse. Guilt for the
atrocity had been established, but the underlying reasons for Aum’s actions
remained unclear.

The attack sent shockwaves through Japanese society that continue to be
felt to this day.! In its immediate aftermath, various attempts at explanation
appeared in journalism, fiction, documentary film, and academic literature.?
Some journalists and scholars blamed the fictional media of manga (illus-
trated serial novels) and anime (animated films and television series that are
often based on manga) for the Aum membership’s alleged inability to distin-
guish between fiction and reality.® Replete with science fiction and fantasy,
manga and anime became scapegoats, the sources of the putative delusion of
the young intellectuals who formed the group’s inner circle.

Aum doctrine certainly had the potential to appear fantastic and bizarre
to the uninitiated. Its teachings were an eclectic amalgamation of doctrines
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from many different religious traditions, its visions for the future seemingly
were derived directly from science fiction, and its strict asceticism seemed
foreign and extreme. Furthermore, observers noted that the membership was
generally youthful and intelligent. Many of the prominent members were
well-educated individuals who were graduates or students of the top-level
universities that routinely produce Japan’s technocratic elites. Through their
membership in Aum, these promising individuals had chosen to remove
themselves from slow but steady promotion in Japan’s mainstream hierarchy,
preferring instead to count themselves among the membership of the posta-
pocalyptic elect. This stance was an overt and discomfiting condemnation of
the mores and social norms of contemporary Japanese society.

As I demonstrate in Chapter 4 in a discussion on the complicated rela-
tionship between media, millenarianism, and religious violence, the asser-
tion that manga and anime deluded Aum members is overly simplistic. They
did affect Aum, but they were only some of the many factors that contributed
to Aum’s doctrinal development through the 1980s and early 1990s.* Never-
theless, it is clear that after the Aum incident manga and anime came to the
fore in discussions of religion and public life, briefly and negatively. Although
manga and anime content did not change significantly as a result, the power-
ful image of these media as potentially deleterious persisted in critical com-
mentary even as it was resisted in fan apologia.®

This book seeks to recast these highly influential media, which are popu-
lar domestically and internationally, as vehicles for the dissemination and
adulteration of existing religious vocabulary and imagery, as inspirations for
the creation of innovative ritual practices, and as stimuli for the formation
of novel religious movements.® These significant and often positive relation-
ships between manga, anime, and religion not only predated the Aum inci-
dent, but also have continued in various forms since. Furthermore, as I show
in Chapter 4, manga and anime have become important venues for artists
and their fans to reflect on Aum, religious violence, and the social implica-
tions of the incident.

A prodigious and increasingly sophisticated body of scholarship on
manga and anime exists across a range of disciplines such as media studies,
anthropology, and sociology; this book deals exclusively with the religious
aspects of manga and anime culture, however. Making explicit reference to
the technical aspects of manga and anime production alongside discussions
of narrative content and visual composition, this book illustrates how these
elements play important and hitherto largely unexamined roles in eliciting



Religious Frames of Mind

reverent and ritualized reception among some fans. It shows not only that re-
ligious content can be found in manga and anime (something that a few oth-
ers have indicated), but also that some practices of rendition and reception
can be accurately described as religious.” Furthermore, although it serves as
a corrective for the problematic assumption that religion is an endangered
species in contemporary Japan, this book avoids appraising the continued
vitality of religion through a strictly denominational lens.

Manga and Anime

Manga are a specific type of comics. They are illustrated serial novels that
comprise juxtaposed panels that combine artwork and text. These panels are
read sequentially from right to left and top to bottom, although artists oc-
casionally mobilize other modes of composition and sequencing, such as su-
perimposing one panel above another or breaking the frame of a single panel
to emphasize dynamic movement. Manga are usually initially published
in episodic form in large weekly or monthly magazines of several hundred
pages, with a single episode by a particular author occupying only a fraction
of an issue. These episodes (about twenty pages apiece) are then collected
into paperback (usually) or hardback books and republished in several vol-
umes, each volume consisting of several episodes over a total of about two
hundred pages. Publishers thus maximize their profits by selling manga in
serialization in bulky magazines printed on cheap paper, and then again in
bound compilations on slightly higher quality paper.

As of the mid-1990s, manga sales made up roughly 40 percent of the
print publishing market in Japan. Although sales have declined slightly in
the past decade due to the advent of entertainment media available through
mobile phones, manga still occupy a large share of the print industry today.®
A number of subsidiary businesses further reap the benefits of this lucrative
market. Popular secondhand bookstores resell used copies for tremendous
profit, and manga cafes (manga kissaten) keep large libraries of manga on
hand for customers who pay a nominal hourly fee to sip cheap drinks while
reading their favorite series in private booths, interspersing their browsing
with Internet surfing.

When a specific manga sells particularly well or otherwise shows nar-
rative promise, publishers profit again by animating the story for television
or for the movie theater. While some anime are originally produced for the
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Figure 1.1. A page from the manga Butsu-zone, which features a bodhisattva, Senju, as the
protagonist. Note the changes in perspective between each panel; the switch to a black back-
ground on the left (second) page indicates a flashback scene. The second (left) panel on the

right-hand page includes onomatopoetic renditions of the action of the girl throwing the bowl
and the sound of it hitting Senju’s head. © Hiroyuki Takei/Shaeisha.

movie theater or for television, most (some scholars say up to 90 percent)
derive from manga series.” However, anime directors often simplify manga
storylines due to time and budget limitations.'® Some manga plots such as
the popular series Death Note and 20th Century Boys (Nijit seiki shonen) are
also turned into screenplays for live-action films featuring human actors
rather than animated characters.!! The reverse is also sometimes the case:
the popular anime series Neon Genesis Evangelion (Shin seiki ebuangerion),
for example, was turned into a manga series after its serialization on televi-
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Figure .2. Kaonashi (No Face) rampages through the bathhouse in Miyazaki Hayao's anime
Spirited Away. © Hayao Miyazaki/Nibariki TGNDDTM

sion.'? In general, the business model is to extract as much profit from a story
and the marketing potential of its characters as possible.

Although publishers outside of Japan were slow to pick up on the boom-
ing industry of manga publication, the translation and distribution of manga
and anime internationally has proven itself to be remunerative. Growing
numbers of international publishers release officially authorized translated,
subtitled, or overdubbed versions of popular series, although they occasion-
ally choose to redact scenes or terminology that is deemed unsuitable for
their intended (non-Japanese) audiences. A vigorous Internet-based commu-
nity revolving around the creation and exchange of pirated or quasi-legal
“fansubs” (anime that are given subtitles by devoted fans) and “scanlations”
(scanned manga that have been given English text) also exists, although
these unofficially distributed translations sometimes lack quality control.
They are also increasingly subject to litigation for copyright infringement.?
As a general trend, until around the turn of this century audiences outside
East Asia tended to be exposed to anime first and to manga second, meaning
that they generally encountered redacted and simplified anime storylines
more frequently than they read the relatively complex manga from which
most anime derive.

A new generation of Anglophone scholarship has accompanied the recent
popularity of manga and anime outside Japan, however. Early and somewhat
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apologetic treatments of manga and anime strove to overcome perceived bi-
ases in the popular imagination that associated illustrated fiction with frivol-
ity or that generally disparaged comics and cartoons as puerile (or manga
and anime as particularly prurient).* Now an increasingly sophisticated
body of research approaches these media from a variety of methodological
angles and critical viewpoints, the result of the development of an academic
infrastructure related specifically to the study of manga and anime. The an-
nual journal Mechademia is devoted to the study of manga and anime, many
recent academic conferences have featured papers and panels on them, and
lately there has been a wave of theses, dissertations, academic monographs,
and edited volumes that deal with them in some way. Very recent publica-
tions have included significant articulations of methodology coupled with
reflexive overviews of the state of the field.!> Notable recent developments
include a diminution of apologetic rhetoric, a willingness to examine the
ways in which industrial dispositions affect production and consumption,
and a move to supplement narratology with ethnography and examinations
of aesthetics.!®

Nevertheless, several problems remain in this nascent area of study.
Many studies have focused on the most prominent artists and directors at
the expense of studies of the equally stimulating oeuvres of their less famous
peers. Tezuka Osamu, for example, has been given excessive credit for his in-
fluence on the development of postwar manga, and internationally acclaimed
directors such as Miyazaki Hayao have received the lion’s share of accolades
for their anime.”” This means that some very intriguing work by less famous
artists such as Matsumoto Taiyou, Koike Keiichi, and Furuya Usamaru (all
discussed in later chapters) has gone unexamined. The influential genre of
girls’ (shojo) manga has also been understudied, although some recent publi-
cations have rectified this state of affairs.!®

Additionally, some studies have problematically treated manga and an-
imeaskeys to understanding a quintessential—if nebulous—"Japaneseness.””
However, even a cursory review of manga and anime history reveals the
marked influence of Western comic art and films on their development. In
this sense, manga and anime were never exclusively “Japanese” media, al-
though certain facets of the Japanese industry have contributed to the cre-
ation of unique aesthetic styles that have since been exported and appropri-
ated abroad. Like other media, manga and anime reveal mimetic qualities,
simultaneously mirroring and influencing other media forms. With the pro-
gressive globalization of manga and anime production and consumption, it is
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becoming increasingly difficult to describe these media as specifically “Japa-
nese” or as embodying or transmitting “Japanese culture.” Many Japanese
studios ship their storyboards overseas to reduce production costs for time-
consuming “in-between” animation, for example, and growing numbers of
artists outside Japan describe their work as manga. Furthermore, manga and
anime are targeted to specific demographics and as such are rarely represen-
tative of Japan as a whole.?°

A number of scholars have argued that manga and anime differ drasti-
cally from other forms of illustrated fiction as a way of garnering legitimacy
for their studies of “pop culture.”?! This stance has now served its purpose,
and with the maturation of the field such apologetic rationalization is no lon-
ger necessary. Nevertheless, it is important to recognize that certain indus-
trial dispositions and associated stylistic conventions do distinguish manga
and anime from other combinations of image and text. Some of these tech-
niques and dispositions are especially efficient in the representation of reli-
gious ideas and ideals, and some of them particularly contribute to religious
reception among audiences.

[ explore these characteristics in more detail throughout the book,
but two points deserve mention here. It is true that the target demograph-
ics for manga and anime are generally more diverse than those of comic
books and cartoons in the United States and Europe, which have historically
been primarily marketed to and consumed by children and teens. The range
of manga and anime subject matter is accordingly more varied. Alongside
rather jejune stories aimed at children, manga and anime include how-to
manuals, explications of economics and politics, erotic literature targeting
the concupiscence of various demographics, and a large share of science fic-
tion and fantasy.

Industrial trends also affect aesthetics. The use of inexpensive media in
the production of manga encourages the creation of drawn-out narratives
that can have tremendously convoluted plots. Conversely, the time- and la-
bor-intensive practice of drawing numerous cels for anime has resulted in di-
rectors’ use of simplified “banks” of cels that can be reused, creating a unique
aesthetic that both mimics and distorts live motion.?* I draw attention to
these unique methods of depiction and composition because I will show later
in this chapter and in Chapter 1 that some of them—when conjoined with
careful analysis of audience reception—can serve as convenient analogical
tools for envisioning how manga and anime influence audiences’ religious
lives.
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Framing Religious Subjects

My emphasis on rendition and reception is designed to compensate for an
excessive emphasis on narrative content that has not only characterized
most studies of manga and anime to date, but also has characterized many
foregoing studies on media and religion.”® Overemphasizing narrative con-
tent can problematically lead to a similar overemphasis on formal religious
doctrine, thereby downplaying the fact that religious activity is often provi-
sional or playful and that religious content is malleable. Additionally, such an
approach can place undue emphasis on denominational distinctions, which
may not be important or interesting for the people involved in the produc-
tion or consumption of a specific story. This focus on recognizable and ven-
erable religions (Buddhism, Shinto) occurs at the expense of understanding
religious innovation, which may include the proactive poaching of religious
imagery or content, the fusion of previously discrete doctrines, and parodic
or irreverent portrayals of saints and saviors.

The negative effects of these problems have manifested themselves ac-
cording to the ideological commitments of the person performing the read-
ing. Some conservative scholars, for example, pessimistically view manga
and anime as incorporating bastardizations of “authentic” religion or other-
wise adulterating pure religious content.?* Conservatives that are more opti-
mistic see these media as preserving religious information in a secular age in
which most people have unfortunately lost touch with religious traditions.?®
Conversely, scholars who are less concerned with the integrity of specific re-
ligions have argued that anime directors offer modified forms of traditional
religions that are more suited to a secular social environment.?

The thread that ties these various approaches together is a tacit but pal-
pable presupposition that contemporary Japan is religiously deficient. This
idea is paired with a concomitant assumption that manga and anime pro-
ducers preserve—with varying degrees of fidelity and awareness—otherwise
moribund religious traditions by smuggling traditional religious ideas and
imagery into audience consciousness. Such an approach to manga and anime
content does not allow for proactive audience reception, and furthermore
reduces religion to a tidy collection of static doctrines and inert deities that
can be catalogued according to their apparent denominational origins. The
irony of this focus on the preservation of ossified religious specimens and the
one-way transmission of immutable religious doctrines in a field concerned
with animated films and moving pictures and stories is considerable.
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Using a sufficiently nonreductive understanding of religion fructifies at-
tempts to apprehend, sensitively and accurately, how religion may not only
form part of manga and anime content, but also may be an important part
of the culture of producing and consuming these media. Specifically, inves-
tigating the ways in which authors, directors, and audiences act or speak
may be more illustrative of the relationship between these media and religion
than simply tracing certain content and imagery onto the blueprints pro-
vided by venerable religious traditions. This means that careful delineation of
the overarching category of religion and its relationship to specific religions
and particular religious attitudes is indispensable.

[ proceed in the next two sections by providing a brief overview of con-
temporary Japanese attitudes towards religion and then defining religion for
the purposes of this book. By doing so, I intend to responsibly address the
dilemma that poses itself to a scholar who is predisposed by his training to
see the religious aspects of culture in a society that generally does not place
high importance on distinguishing religion from other aspects of cultural
life. I therefore explicitly acknowledge important differences in the interpre-
tations of religion and its relationship to media favored by scholars, clerics,
media producers, and audiences. For example, whereas scholars (myself in-
cluded) may be primarily interested in religion and media on a historical or
sociological level, clerics may be interested in transmitting religious truth,
producers may be interested in the capacity of religious concepts and im-
agery to enhance narrative content, and audiences may just want an excit-
ing or meaningful story. The variegated and complex picture of religion that
emerges from superimposing these diverse and often incommensurable at-
titudes on one another is the focus of this book.

Characterizing Japanese Attitudes towards Religion

Statistically speaking, Japanese people’s professions of religious belief and
affiliation are exceptionally low, hovering at around 30 percent of the popu-
lation for the past thirty years.”” Although Buddhism, Shinto, and Confu-
cianism have informed Japanese conceptions of life and death, morality, and
cosmology, these ideas are often described as “common sense” (joshiki) or
“Japaneseness” rather than as anything explicitly religious.?® Religious affilia-
tion is also generally seen as familial rather than personal. Many people will
acknowledge that their family has had a traditional connection to one sect
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or another of Buddhism, for example, although they may not be certain as
to which sect it is. The disposition of religion in contemporary Japan thus
cannot be apprehended through statistical accounts of institutional partici-
pation or affiliation, especially since religious organizations regularly inflate
their numbers and individuals regularly downplay their actual involvement.?
Because of discrepancies between academic and lay definitions of religion
and religiosity, the state of religion in contemporary Japanese society cannot
be described solely through respondents” answers to survey questions.*

It would seem that this situation presents a hermeneutical impasse, but
ethnographic studies of sacred sites, ritual, and associated visual and ma-
terial culture have provided significant insights into the role of religion in
contemporary Japanese society. When scholars examine what Japanese peo-
ple do (rather than what they say they believe), it becomes clear that many
people participate in rituals in a manner that can reasonably be described as
religious, even if that is not the terminology most Japanese people would use.
For example, trips to historic temples and shrines—including package tours
that are marketed as pilgrimages—form a large part of domestic tourism, and
people make seemingly casual trips to local and regional shrines and temples
to petition the deities for worldly benefits (genze riyaku) such as academic
success, luck in marriage, help in securing divorces, healing, and so forth.3!
People also may perform acts of obeisance before small domestic altars that
enshrine ancestors or other deities, or may purchase sacerdotal ritual ser-
vices such as having apotropaic incantations recited to ward off misfortune
during inauspicious years.

Japanese laypeople, including many of my survey respondents and in-
terviewees, generally prefer to describe these practices as customary, not re-
ligious. Custom (dento) is also the term they often use to describe annual
observances that take place at formal religious sites, such as New Year’s
shrine visits (hatsumaode), equinoctial visits to ancestral graves (ohigan), and
the Obon summer festival (which is also for ancestral spirits). In addition to
these overt ritual practices, in recent decades there has been a demonstrable
popular intellectual interest in topics related to religion, including publica-
tions on Buddhism written for lay audiences and popular television programs
on supernatural phenomena and divination.?? Japanese people—especially
the young—are more likely to admit to belief in spirits, the afterlife, or deities
than they are to admit to allegiance to one tradition or another.®

In sum, even if attestations of religious affiliation are low, scholars still
attempt to account for individuals’ evident (and sometimes fervent) belief
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in empirically unverifiable realities. Both Japanese and foreign scholars have
generally mobilized the term “religion” (shitkyo) to do so.** This use of the
term “religion” does not wholly escape the scholar’s conceit that academic
categories can accurately describe people’s activities and what they say or
think about them. Nevertheless, careful situational definition and conscien-
tious application of the category to aspects of the lives of people who are
not necessarily vocationally religious or exceptionally pious helps scholars
ascertain sites, situations, and practices in contemporary Japanese society
that can be fruitfully described as religious, even if they are not associated
with formal religious lineages or institutions, or their clergies.?® This is not
to discount the ways that people describe their own attitudes and activities,
but to interpret them with one of the best heuristic tools we have at our dis-
posal—namely, the concept of religion.>

Rendering Religion

This stance reflects some basic assumptions regarding religious form and
function that inform this book. I argue that fidelity to tradition, sedulity in
ritual practice, and formal allegiance to a specific doctrinal lineage are not
prerequisites for producing or consuming religious content. Audiences need
not recognize a narrative as formally religious for it to serve an inspirational
or instructive function akin to that found in conventional religious hagiogra-
phies and myths, and narrative need not be characterized as doctrine to have
a hortatory or edifying effect akin to that of orthodox religious homilies and
parables. Moreover, ritual activity and textual exegesis are not necessarily
conducted under the auspices of formal religious institutions or through the
mediation of clergies.

For the specific purposes of this study, religion is defined as a particular
imaginative mode with an inherently social disposition that can be observed
in overt ritual practices or in public statements of belief. It is a willing sus-
pension of disbelief that is dependent on communicated descriptions and
shared ideations of otherwise empirically unverifiable realities or personali-
ties. These descriptions are communally deemed veridical, either temporar-
ily or in perpetuity, by groups that may meet regularly or intermittently and
may comprise individuals who never meet in person (e.g., online communi-
ties) or who are primarily aware of each other’s existence as members of the
same audience—as mutual recipients of specific messages. While the content
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of religion is empirically unverifiable, it is still communicable. Communal
interpretations of that content reinforce consensus and commitment, and
rituals (which may be equally directed to supernatural or mundane ends)
are reproducible and exportable to new contexts. The emphasis here on the
inherently imaginative aspect of religion quite naturally points to belief as an
integral part of it, but this does not mean that all belief is expressed overtly
and verbally or even formally cognized.*” Belief may be evident in embodied
activity. It may also be temporary or situational.

When used with an indefinite article or in the plural (“a religion,” “reli-
gions”) the word refers to social groups that coalesce around shared com-
mitments to (or belief in) empirically unverifiable realities. These groups may
have articulated doctrines, canonical texts, prerequisites for membership, or
requirements for advancement within established internal hierarchies. They
may be (but are not necessarily) legally designated as religious juridical per-
sons based on their provision of magic or salvation through ritual or instruc-
tion. These services can vary in the degree to which they are formalized or
require special training or credentials. Alternatively, groups may be desig-
nated as religions due to their association with a particular site or edifice
that is legally or popularly distinguished as sacred; they may also gather in
recreational or explicitly commercial settings.

“SPIRITUALITY"

In recent decades, some scholars have used the category of “spirituality”
and similar terminology to describe individuals’ elective or nondenomina-
tional commitments to empirically unverifiable realities. Within this larger
global academic trend, Japanese scholars have mobilized categories such as
“individualized religion,” “spirituality,” and “new spirituality movements and
culture” to describe groups and movements characterized by loose commit-
ments to vaguely religious content and practices that lack the strictures of
formal or compulsory affiliation.3® Such practices can include various types
of divination, energy healing such as Reiki, physical exercise and meditative
regimes like yoga, tourism to sacred sites and “power spots,” and attendance
at “spirituality conventions” featuring various purveyors of magical services
and goods. Many of these groups and movements provide access to their
content through media and for profit, and scholars argue that practitioners
prefer these relatively individualized activities precisely because they do not
require allegiance or clearly articulated faith.>* Claims to “spirituality” over
and against “religion” rhetorically allow people and groups to assert the non-
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coercive and elective nature of their empirically unverifiable beliefs and as-
sociated activities.

Although participants in these movements might rhetorically disavow
the religious nature of their practices, I treat spirituality as a subset of reli-
gion for several reasons. First, like religions, spiritualities are usually based
on perceptions of common membership in an audience or similar commu-
nity*? It is also significant that historians and sociologists specializing in
religion have conducted most studies of spirituality to date. Although some
foregoing scholarly distinctions between spirituality and religion have been
predicated on the perception that spirituality can be personal or individu-
alized whereas religion as such cannot, people almost necessarily draw on
concepts from existing religious traditions in the creation of their individu-
alized spiritualities.*! Individuals modify and amalgamate existing religious
concepts and practices as they form loose affiliations of like-minded mem-
bers with minimal prerequisites for membership. In my usage, the category
of religion thus includes shared attitudes that may not be found within the
teachings or practices of any specific group that is legally incorporated or
otherwise formally designated as a religion.

Meanwhile, formalized religious groups occasionally take advantage of
the tax benefits and legal protection offered to religious juridical persons
while doctrinally distinguishing themselves from the category of religion as
such, usually to emphasize their innovative nature or suitability for a postre-
ligious age.*? (In Chapter 2, I describe one such group, founded by former
manga artist Kuroda Minoru.) “Spirituality” is also increasingly used in pub-
lic dialogue worldwide to refer to people’s commitments to empirically un-
verifiable phenomena (or practices based on such commitments) in a politi-
cally correct fashion, and functions as a euphemistic substitute for the term
“religion.” In this book, religion is therefore understood to be an imaginative
and social endeavor that encompasses the category of spirituality while ac-
counting for practices and commitments that exist both within and outside
the formal confines of traditional religions such as Buddhism, Christianity,
and Shinto, and their associated canons and liturgies.

VERNACULAR RELIGION

Within this broader field of religion, this book is primarily concerned with
what Keller Kimbrough and Hank Glassman have recently described as “ver-
nacular religion.®? As they indicate, “vernacular” is an improvement over
the terms “popular religion” and “folk religion,” both of which problemati-
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cally imply hierarchies of authenticity predicated on varying degrees of prox-
imity to the centers of doctrinal creation and interpretation. “Vernacular,”
in contrast, refers specifically to the acts of interpreting and translating a
given concept or practice into local languages and worldviews (which may be
erudite or unschooled) or the export of formal religious ideas to quotidian
(but not necessarily plebeian) contexts. “Vernacular” therefore indicates the
translation of concepts into categories that the constituents of a given stra-
tum or subculture of a society would find intelligible and meaningful.

Ecclesiastical authorities and lay entertainers all participate in the cre-
ation and use of media written in accessible language (and frequently aug-
mented with images) to encourage familiarity with religious vocabulary,
imagery, and concepts. Vernacular religion is thus simultaneously reflective
of and formative for Japanese culture, providing a “storehouse” of religious
concepts on which various entertainers have drawn throughout history in
the process of creating compelling stories.** The term therefore can indicate
the deployment of religious terms and iconography on the part of lay authors
and artists to capture and entertain audiences as much as it can indicate cler-
ics’ use of vernacular language to translate doctrine.

"RECREATING RELIGION"

In this deployment of religious themes for diversion and the mobilization of
entertainment media for religious instruction and inspiration, we find vivid
examples of how religion is “re-created” while people recreate.** The phrase
“recreating religion” forms a recurring motif in this book, referring simulta-
neously to producers’ use of religious content in the service of creating enter-
taining media products and to the alteration of religious content that occurs
through mediation. Throughout the text, “recreation” can and should be read
both ways (recreation as entertainment and re-creation as reconstitution),
but for clarity [ will include the hyphen (re-create) when using the word spe-
cifically with the meaning “to create again.”

When proselytizers make use of various media to present their formal
doctrines, the media in question ineluctably shape the messages that are
transmitted. Similarly, when authors, artists, and directors borrow from the
“storehouse of religious concepts” in the service of creating an entertaining
story, the primary interests of the producer (making art, making money, en-
tertaining an audience, educating) filter the religious information involved.
Unless commissioned by a specific religious group, creators of vernacular
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religious media are not required to follow any specific doctrine, and they
may liberally pick and mix images, concepts, and vocabulary from a variety
of religions.®

The resulting products may be irreverent, but they are rarely iconoclas-
tic. Storytellers would doubtless find it inconvenient to obliterate the power-
ful imagery and narrative tropes that religious traditions offer. Rather, ver-
nacular religious media are “iconoplastic.” They mold existing religious in-
formation and imagery to suit their narrative needs. For example, Nakamura
Hikaru's manga Saint Young Men (Seinto oniisan) humorously portrays Jesus
and the Buddha as roommates in modern-day Tachikawa, eliciting comedy
from the incongruous juxtaposition of these venerable saintly figures with
contemporary urban life*’

Although the plasticity of doctrine forms one crucial aspect of my dis-
cussion of the re-creation of religion that focuses on the side of production,
there is an equally important aspect on the side of reception. This is a crucial
difference between two aspects of entertainment—namely, a discrepancy be-
tween the apparently synonymous terms “diversion” and “recreation.” In my
usage, diversion refers to a temporary flight from quotidian concerns after
which people return to daily life relatively unchanged. Recreation, though,
refers to the process whereby viewers re-create themselves and their world-
views through mediated experience. In the case of anime, for example, view-
ers may watch a particular film as a way to distract themselves for ninety
minutes without taking any particular messages away from it and without
using the film as an impetus for changes in their behavior or lifestyle. They
are temporarily diverted from their daily lives—amused, to be sure, but not
changed in any significant fashion.

In other instances, however, audiences suppress their awareness of the
gap between the fictional world of the film and empirical reality, reading the
story as having a particular message about ideal lifestyles, viewing a charac-
ter as a model to emulate, seeing a particular filmic site as a representation
of a real, meaningful, and sometimes sacred place, and perceiving a filmic
ritual as an activity to be reproduced in reality. The same, of course, applies
to the reception of manga, and in both cases, audience members re-create
their worldviews. Any religious content in such moving stories may also be
re-created through the process of interpretation. Whatever the interests of
the director and whatever the actual connection with formal doctrine, audi-
ences can interpret the content in various and unexpected ways that may be
more cavalier or more pious than the producer intended.
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ENTERTAINING RELIGIOUS IDEAS

Media producers may mobilize entertaining religious content and audiences
may entertain religious ideas through (or because of) media, but neither nec-
essarily influences the other. Nevertheless, there are many instances when a
given media product may be interpreted as both entertaining and religious,
or when competing interest groups describe the same product as one or the
other. As a way of theoretically highlighting this simultaneous continuity
and contradiction, in an earlier publication I juxtaposed the words shikyo
(religion) and asobi (play) in the neologism shiikyo asobi*® This term elabo-
rates on the aforementioned concept of “recreating religion” by etymologi-
cally drawing attention to the long tradition of entertainment as an integral
aspect of religion in Japan through the semantically fecund verb asobu (to
play) and its derivatives. Shitkyo asobi also highlights the similarly imagina-
tive aspects of religion and recreation, helping to elucidate the ways in which
a given media product can be perceived as simultaneously facetious and pi-
ous on the side of production, or as both frivolous and poignant on the side
of reception. Here I will briefly recapitulate the gist of my earlier argument as
a way of summarizing the approach to religion that informs this book before
moving to a specific discussion of how I will address the media in question.

The verb asobu in modern Japanese carries connotations of play, diver-
sion, pleasure, enjoyment, transformation, and adulteration.*” In classical
Japanese, the verb has additional connotations related to performance, in-
cluding musical performance, oratory, and ritual.>® While frequently trans-
lated into English as “to play” and accordingly associated with the activities
of children or with games, the word asobu is more diverse in usage, covering
a wider variety of activities associated with entertainment and leisure. Some
examples include playing music and dancing (including kagura, a sacred
dance), diversion, outdoor activities, hunting, strolling, gamboling (what
children or animals might do), traveling, loitering, being let loose or set free
(as in land lying fallow, money accumulating interest, or a tool left unused or
unattended), gambling, teasing, or being teased.’! Asobu is also commonly
used euphemistically to refer to sex (especially of the casual variety) or re-
lated activities such as prostitution. Etymologically, asobu (“to play”) origi-
nated in references to the entertainment that accompanied religious ritual
such as music and dance.* To play (asobu) is “to liberate one’s mind and
body from daily life, and to entrust one’s self to another reality.”>

Asobi, the nominal form of the verb asobu, can be glossed as “play.” Asobi
(play) changes the form or shape of something commonplace in order to
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amuse and to delight. People submit to novel rules and acknowledge imag-
ined strictures during play. They also necessarily—albeit often temporar-
ily—accept pretense at face value.

While at times educational or edifying, the activity of play suggests a
relaxing or escapist flight from mundane concerns. Yet the experience of play
often reflects those concerns by challenging and critiquing them through the
artifices of pretense, humor, and manipulation. This mercurial activity there-
fore offers both respite from and reconciliation with the serious elements
of daily life.>* Adulteration (to play with, to play upon) takes a starring role
within the broader play of diversion and recreation.

Some religious activity can be characterized by the verb asobu because
it is instantiated in nominally entertaining activities, while some play can
be described as shiikyo because it reveals sincere and shared belief in em-
pirically unverifiable realities. The phrase “shiikyo asobi” therefore refers to
religious entertainment and playful religion, pointing to instances where
modifications of religious behavior and outlook occur within spaces equally
devoted to entertainment or, alternatively, where religious practice and ped-
agogy simultaneously behave as entertainment experiences. In the sense of
play as manipulation or adulteration, the term also can indicate the process
of drawing on existing religious schemata while modifying them, emphasiz-
ing the plastic nature of religious doctrines and ideas (authors, artists, and
directors playing with religious content).>

As Chapters 2 and 3 will show, there is an embodied component to shiikyo
asobi as well, since audience members may play at being religious through
role-playing and ritual. Entertainment may therefore affect how people view
or practice religion, but these effects are not necessarily indicated by overt
changes in religious affiliation (conversion) or increased knowledge of doc-
trine (religious education). Shitkyo asobi allows for oscillations between per-
ceptions of an activity or media product as either religious or entertaining
while emphasizing continuity between the similarly imaginative aspects of
religion and recreation.

The aforementioned phrase “recreating religion” encapsulates these re-
cursive relationships between religion and entertainment. This unifying
phrase should be read with the aforementioned Japanese etymology in mind.
That is, the very notion of recreation derives from (and is mutually imbri-
cated with) religion. Play—Tlike religion—often relies on the ideation of other
worlds, frequently involves submission to imagined strictures and rules, and
furthermore often features imputations of particular potency to certain
agents and attributions of unique significance to specific events.
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Religious Manga and Anime Culture

[ use the foregoing understanding of religion, media, and entertainment to
describe a subset of the culture of manga and anime production and con-
sumption that I call “religious manga and anime culture.” By “culture,” I sim-
ply mean a collection of attitudes, behavior, materials, and media associated
with a particular group; in this case the group comprises the producers and
end users of manga and anime. Although some producers and consumers of
manga and anime might have reservations about the use of the word “reli-
gious” to describe their relationship with these products, I maintain that it
is an accurate descriptor of some emotional, intellectual, and recreational
aspects of manga and anime culture. Similarly, although the leaders of some
religious institutions or other religious individuals may have reservations
about modifying the phrase “manga and anime culture” with the adjective
“religious,” I argue that the use of apparently religious themes (deities and
apocalypse, for example) by producers of these products and the canoniza-
tion and ritual usage of some of these works by audiences suggests that “re-
ligious” is an adequate and appropriate descriptive word for describing the
processes of imagination, production, and consumption that characterize
some aspects of manga and anime culture.

With the foregoing definitions in mind, I argue that, whereas we can
think of religious edification and fictional entertainment separately, manga
and anime sometimes provide cases—both in content and in consumption—
where they are functionally conflated. These cases are important not only
because they reveal the popularity of apparently religious themes in a society
where many people exhibit antipathy or apathy towards religion, but also
because they sometimes prove to be the origins of doctrinal and ritual in-
novation, including the development of novel religious groups. This is not
to say, however, that a causal connection exists between authors’ inclusion
of apparently religious narrative content and imagery and fans’ apparently
religious interactions with fictional worlds. Some products will elicit seem-
ingly religious responses despite having little content that is explicitly or even
evidently religious, and some products will be greeted with apathy in spite or
because of their overtly religious content.

With these caveats in mind, there are observable behaviors in manga and
anime culture that can be reasonably and accurately described as religious.
Clerics sometimes use stories to edify their audiences, and authors some-
times use religious concepts to captivate their readers. Both make expedient
use of illustration and animation to augment their narratives. At the same
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time, audiences of ostensibly secular entertainment media sometimes en-
gage in apparently religious practices. To foreshadow some examples that ap-
pear in later chapters, audiences may interpret texts and apply lessons found
therein to daily life (visiting the Yasukuni war memorial shrine after read-
ing Kobayashi Yoshinori’s manga), may canonize texts and films that they
find particularly instructive (supplementing passages from Tezuka Osamu’s
Buddha [Budda, 1992-1993] with expository text about the manga’s lessons
for life), or ritually reproduce actions that they have learned through media
(playfully emulating anime characters’ interactions with fictional deities).

Taken together, these practices of production and consumption in manga
and anime culture form a viewfinder through which we can take a snapshot
of contemporary vernacular religious content and practice. Such a snapshot
illustrates the ways in which the portrayals and practices of religion in manga
and anime culture reflect producers’ visions of religion and how these in turn
affectlocal and international audiences. Furthermore, to take a page from the
media under consideration here, this synchronic snapshot can be placed on a
diachronic timeline to illustrate continuities in vernacular religious practices
and media across history.

Outlines

The dearth of studies on the religious aspects of manga and anime culture
derives in part from the immaturity of the field. More importantly, it re-
flects significant methodological dilemmas that have not been systematically
addressed until very recently.”® In the following sections I discuss ways to
apprehend the narrative, visual, and filmic aspects of these media in con-
junction with the exegetical, ritual, and pedagogical aspects of religion. I fur-
thermore sketch ways for understanding manga and anime in light of autho-
rial intent and audience reception while acknowledging that these media are
targeted to specific demographics.

AUTHORS AND DIRECTORS

It is now common sense that authorial intent does not always match audi-
ence reception. However, the study of manga and anime has hitherto given
undue preference to authors and auteur theory, emphasizing the creative
genius of a particular individual while downplaying the proactive roles that
audiences play in the reception and interpretation of content. Although this

19



Religious Frames of Mind

tendency is problematic, it is clear that the imprimatur of a specific author or
director does contribute significantly to the reception of a work. Her specific
interests and intentions can influence the ways in which a particular manga
or anime fulfills a religious function, be it at the stage of production (an
inspired work) or consumption (liturgical use or inclusion in the canon of a
religious group). For many authors, the deployment of religious vocabulary
and imagery is merely an expedient means for attracting audience atten-
tion, and most authors seem quite casual in their use of religious themes.
Nevertheless, a small number of authors and directors are explicit about the
religious motivations behind their work.

In this book I try to balance examples of both cavalier and pious au-
thorship. While it is impossible to determine authorial intent prior to pro-
duction and publication, interviews provide a way of understanding how
authors retrospectively interpret their own work. Although I experienced
less success in securing interviews than I would have liked during my years
of fieldwork, in the case of prominent directors such as Miyazaki Hayao
and manga artists (mangaka) such as Kobayashi Yoshinori I was able to
draw on a large body of prior conversations, both journalistic and academic.
I also was able to use the memoirs of artists such as the “god of manga”
(manga no kamisama) Tezuka Osamu. In addition, Chapter 2 includes an
extended discussion of three interviews I conducted with Kuroda Minoru,
a mangaka who founded a religion. Artists will only rarely acknowledge
religious dimensions in their work, however, and even when they use appar-
ently religious language it does not necessarily indicate firmly held beliefs.
Famed mangaka Urasawa Naoki refers to moments of artistic inspiration as
a feeling of having the “god of manga” (manga no kamisama) enter his right
hand, for example, but there is no indication that he is an ardent devotee of
this muse.’

AUTHORIAL AND ACTUAL AUDIENCES

Jaqueline Berndt has persuasively argued that scholars have frequently and
mistakenly interpreted the fact that most Japanese people have significant
exposure to manga or anime as an indication that they all read or watch
them the same way.*® As she indicates, manga and anime are usually targeted
to specific demographics, and even within a target audience the reception of
a particular work can vary considerably. Ethnographic methods thus become
indispensable for apprehending how audiences perceive various works. This
is not to discount the value of narrative analysis (a technique that I also use),
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but rather to say that such readings are most persuasive when conjoined with
ethnographic, sociological, or historical data.

Ethnography is not without its own difficulties.>® The insularity of manga
and anime fan culture has made it difficult for scholars to approach its end
users in a way that guarantees the candor or veracity of their responses to
survey questions. Furthermore, informants will generally downplay the reli-
gious nature of manga and anime content or use other adjectives to describe
it. Participants in rituals based on manga or anime narratives may also be
loath to describe their behavior as religious. I have compensated for these
difficulties by carefully examining the religious functions that manga and
anime play in people’s lives while avoiding excessively mechanistic interpre-
tations that render complex audience interactions with media as simplistic
cases of narrative cause and personal or social effect. In particular, I have
tried to faithfully indicate my informants’ resistance to the adjective “reli-
gious” as a descriptive term for their consumption or production of manga
and anime.

In addition to reporting the results of interviews with Kuroda Minoru
(the aforementioned mangaka who founded a religion), later chapters include
results of a survey of nearly one hundred college students and several inter-
views of young adult consumers (ages twenty to forty) of manga and anime.
Portions of the work use the more anonymous but also informative realm of
Internet message boards, fan sites, and blogs to capture audience reactions to
religious content found in popular media. I also draw on the work of scholars
who have made passing references to the observable ritual behavior of manga
and anime enthusiasts in scholarship on media and religion.®® Extending the
provocative work of scholar of religion Yamanaka Hiroshi, [ situate religious
manga and anime on a typological continuum, supplementing his organizing
criteria regarding the rendition of religious content with additional catego-
ries related to authorial intent and audience response.®! Finally, aware of the
fact that my own interpretations and experiences will undoubtedly affect my
analysis of the works in question, I occasionally insert myself into the text.
Anecdotes of my casual conversations with Japanese friends and acquain-
tances add an informal ethnographic component that supplements the for-
mal interviews and surveys.

TELLING STORIES

The aforementioned emphasis on ethnography informs my approach to nar-
ratives. Narratology sometimes elucidates the proclivities and interests of the
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scholar performing the reading while obfuscating the ways in which non-
academic audiences receive a particular text. Although stories can indicate a
great deal about the interests of authors and their intended audiences, exces-
sive focus on narrative content can result in abstract portrayals of unrealisti-
cally monolithic audiences. The tales that audiences and authors tell about
their relationships with texts and films provide important supplements and
correctives to these caricatures. Parts of this study necessarily recapitulate
manga and anime plots, but to the extent possible I have tried to provide an
expert reading as a scholar of religion while making that reading consistent
with the surface meaning of the stories I examine. Some of my interpreta-
tions are necessarily speculative, extrapolating authorial or audience motives
and attitudes from storylines, but [ have supplemented such speculation with
ethnography wherever possible.

MOVING IMAGES

One tendency that has characterized foregoing scholarship on manga and
anime is to read these art forms as if they are any other text, overlooking
the important roles that images, frames, composition, and animation play in
conveying the narrative and educing intellectual and emotional responses.®? I
compensate for this tendency by carefully describing the visual and aesthetic
aspects of these media alongside my close readings of texts. I also empha-
size the visual aspects of the media under consideration by mobilizing visual
metaphors throughout the book. I resist the urge to grant modern manga and
anime an estimable art historical pedigree by tracing them directly back to
venerable premodern media such as picture scrolls (emaki), but I do examine
the history of visual-verbal entertainment in Japanese religious contexts to
set a backdrop for the study, emphasizing continuities in vernacular religious
media and associated practices of production and consumption.®®

My interpretation of the relationship between religion and images draws
on David Morgan’s seminal work on religious visual culture and what he de-
scribes as “the sacred gaze,” although I resist the connotations of overt piety
that his phrase evokes.®* The creation of art representative of religious ideas
or ideals is not necessarily reverent or devout. Deities, saints, and pilgrimage
sites are convenient characters and settings to be deployed in the service of
entertainment and edification, and, while they may serve as awe-inspiring
figures in a given image, they may just as frequently be portrayed in satirical
fashion or as mere backdrops or scenery. This does not mean, however, that
they have no religious significance, nor does it mean that they are immune
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to reinterpretation. Audiences sometimes appropriate images that are pro-
duced in secular settings for rituals with religious significance, and artists
who are not religiously motivated may borrow, emulate, or distort images
generally used for ritual veneration for the purpose of entertainment. Sa-
cred images are often expropriated and reproduced in mundane contexts
(tattoos, jewelry, television), and plebeian images sometimes become objects
of religious veneration. The apparent distinctions between manifest divinity,
sacred iconography, and quotidian image therefore lie in differences in rendi-
tion and intentionality. That is, they lie in the manner in which a concept or
entity is depicted and the attitude presupposed or evident in its production
and consumption.

Recent scholarship on religion and images has corrected for museologi-
cal tendencies in earlier scholarship by situating images according to their
ritual use and taking their perceived vitality seriously.®> For example, recent
studies have examined the biographies of images and statues, the pedagogi-
cal power of illustrated scrolls (emaki), the ritual usage of mandala and other
images, and the recursive relationships between ritual and performance in
dramatic presentations of religious activity (which include not only dramatic
action, but also facets of illustration, sculpture, puppetry, and so forth).®®

Many Japanese Buddhist statues, for example, boast complex hagiogra-
phies replete with origin stories and miracle tales, and devotees frequently
interact with the images as if the latter were alive. For those who produce,
maintain, and worship them, religious images often serve as living entities
that demand ministrations including changes of clothing, offerings of food,
and privacy (seclusion when not participating in ritual performance, for ex-
ample).*” Images are thus considered ontologically indistinct from the deities
or cosmologies they represent.®® In the absence of belief—that imaginative
mode in which something empirically unverifiable is treated as reality—an
image is merely an inert representation.” However, when the imagination
is exercised in an attitude of belief, casual or otherwise (what Morgan calls
the sacred gaze), then a religious image ceases to be purely representative,
becoming the character, deity, or cosmos itself.

In formal religious contexts such as Buddhist temples, images (e.g., stat-
ues) are brought to life through rituals such as eye-opening ceremonies (kai-
gen shiki). However, even in the absence of such ceremonial inauguration,
a given image can take on a life of its own for some viewers. This cognitive
process whereby inert images become imaginatively vivified can be expedi-
ently described as animation. Animating an object or an image brings it to
life, literally or figuratively; of course, it is in the latter sense that the term for
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the illustrative technology of juxtaposing and compositing static images to
create the illusion of movement exists in modern English. For the purposes
of this book, animation refers to the imaginative construal of inert images
as living or otherwise real; it simultaneously refers to the technical process
whereby static images are given the illusion of motion through sequencing
and variation.

The imaginative animation of images is not necessarily limited to formal
religious contexts. Audiences may animate renditions of fictional characters
found in popular media just as easily as they may animate artistic rendi-
tions of religious characters found in scripture. Fictional characters may thus
come to be perceived as “real” in the eyes of their viewers. Furthermore, audi-
ence members’ exposure to illustrated depictions of a particular deity, event,
or concept can greatly influence their subsequent visualization or interpreta-
tion of the figure or concept in question. Finally, moving images can animate
audiences, prompting intellectual reflection, conversion, and ritual activity
such as role-playing.

BUILDING CHARACTER

Literature and drama have proven their capacity to inspire and exhort (as
well as to entertain) for millennia; the power of stories derives in part from
audiences’ imaginative identification with fictive characters and the intense
verisimilitude of vicarious experience. Humans can display marked com-
mitment to obviously fictional characters or worlds; occasionally, aspects of
these worlds are made manifest and characters incarnated through ritual ac-
tivity, mimicry, and material culture.”® The bride and groom dressed as Leia
and Han Solo at a Star Wars wedding, the Harry Potter fan who straddles a
broomstick to play Quidditch on his college campus, and the Church of All
Worlds that takes science fiction author Robert Heinlein’s fictional messiah
Valentine Michael Smith as its founder all demonstrate the human capacity
for intense and committed (if sometimes temporary) imaginative interaction
with the fictive world of a film or a novel and its similarly fictive characters
and concepts.”t

These imaginative interactions may balance play and piety in equal mea-
sure, and the aforementioned examples from the modern West are matched
by examples from Asia, both premodern and modern, some of which are
explicitly related to religion. For example, Meir Shahar has demonstrated
that vernacular drama contributed to the dissemination of deity worship
throughout areas of China, showing that purely fictional characters came to
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be worshipped as deities thanks to the inspiring performances of peripatetic
theater troupes.”? Anthropologist Philip Lutgendorf has documented a simi-
lar case in India in which a devotional film dedicated to the goddess known
as Santoshi Ma contributed to the spread of rituals associated with viewing
the film and revitalized interest in this previously obscure deity.”?

Japanese examples also abound. Keller Kimbrough has persuasively
demonstrated that famous female novelists, poets, and diarists of the Heian
period (794-1185) were transformed into fictional characters themselves in
a variety of Buddhist literature and imagery in later centuries.”* Buddhist
clergies used these women as exemplars of the base nature of literature in
contradistinction to the salvific power of scripture. Stories of putative Tale of
Genji (Genji monogatari) novelist Murasaki Shikibu suffering in hell for the
licentiousness of her text, for example, served as motivators for audiences
to abandon the titillating pleasures of fiction in favor of the more abstemi-
ous edification of Buddhism. The irony of using obviously fabricated stories
to denigrate fictional entertainment notwithstanding, the cultural cachet of
these women—charismatic figures in the proliferating Buddhist literature on
sin and salvation—seems to have served as an expedient device in Buddhist
proselytizers’ attempts to appeal to and capture new audiences. Kimbrough’s
work helpfully shows how premodern Buddhist vernacular fiction built char-
acter through these stories of figures who ostensibly deserved censure (for
their sensuality) or veneration and emulation (for their eventual repentance).

In the case of manga and anime, this study will show examples of indi-
viduals developing affective relationships with certain characters and taking
certain obviously fictive characters as role models. Additionally, collusion
between the producers of manga and anime and the makers of toys and video
games means that manga and anime provide a particularly rich context for
audiences to interact with their favorite characters and fictive worlds through
material culture and virtual realities.”> Audience members get in touch with
their favorite characters through the imaginative mimicry known as cosplay
(costume play) and through dolls, toys, and models.

LAYERS OF FILM

Like the field of manga and anime studies, the field of film and religion stud-
ies is immature. The academic infrastructure for crossing the boundaries be-
tween the academic study of religion and film studies has begun to coalesce
only in the past two decades, with the establishment of the online Journal of
Religion and Film and the publication of a few seminal texts on the subject
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since the late 1990s.”® Recent reflexive overviews of the field have indicated
that scholars are increasingly aware of the problems with “reading” films as
if they were any other religious text.”” However, opinions have diverged as
to how these problems can be solved. Some scholars have advocated greater
engagement with the theoretical insights of film studies, while others have
advocated a cultural studies approach. Furthermore, studies of film and re-
ligion have been divided between scholars who prefer the relatively artistic
work of auteurs and those who use popular film to assess how lay audiences
might be exposed to religious content.” Theological or mythological readings
characteristic of both have generally emphasized the messages imparted by a
certain film without questioning whether those messages have been received
as such by actual audiences.” Furthermore, the emphasis on transmission of
content leads to a concomitant deemphasis on the ritual of watching film or
the rituals that ardent viewers create in conjunction with (or based on) film.%

My own method for approaching film is based on three intercon-
nected presuppositions. First, the experience of watching a film is signifi-
cantly different from reading a text, and film should be assessed accordingly.
Soundtracks and sound effects affect the emotional register of a given scene,
camera angles focus attention on specific details and obscure others, and
individuals’ affective relationships with specific characters in film may be
based on their prior attraction to the charismatic actors who portray them
(including voice actors). Second, films are tremendously fecund as sites for
ritual performance. They may be watched repetitively or used in interactive
call and response; in addition, filmic actions and gestures may be imitated
in the real world. Filmic sites may become pilgrimage destinations, and di-
rectors and actors may become the objects of veneration. Third, film—even
when viewed in relatively private formats (DVDs, clips streamed on the In-
ternet)—contributes to the sense of being part of an audience in a manner
that is different from texts’ ability to do the same. As a medium frequently
experienced as part of a theater or broadcast audience, film may contribute
more than print does to consumers’ sense of belonging to a community with
shared experiences and similarly shared ideals. While the aforementioned
characteristics of film generally apply to anime, animated films are qualita-
tively different from live-action films in significant ways that derive from the
technologies used in their production and differences in format.3! Some of
the anime to which I refer in this book, for example, are not theater films but
are rather serialized television programs or direct-to-video releases. I dis-
cuss the significance of these differences between anime and live-action film
more in Chapter 1.
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Religious Frames of Mind

As illustrated above, approaching the religiosity of manga and anime culture
solely through a denominational lens generally overlooks the fact that reli-
gions comprise multiple interest groups that include clergy and laity repre-
senting various sectarian commitments and competing visions of religious
authority and authenticity. It also obfuscates the inherent diversity of au-
thorial, directorial, artistic, and audience interpretations of content. Produc-
ers may be antipathetic to formal religions and their doctrines but open to
transmitting religious ideas in an entertaining format, whereas audiences
may harbor similar skepticism regarding formal religious institutions while
exhibiting fervent responses to certain characters and concepts, including
those derived from religions. Scrutiny of media for traces of traditional doc-
trines and images also occurs at the expense of acknowledging emergent
ritual and exegetical practices in fandom that do not necessarily or solely
derive from venerable traditions like Buddhism. My corrective for this prob-
lem is generally ethnographic, but ethnography still requires interpretation.
The concept of religious frames of mind will serve as a critical apparatus for
apprehending the various ways in which manga and anime mediate the re-
creation of religion.

I have already highlighted the importance of the imagination in religion.
The reception of religion, fiction, art, and film is characterized by the willing
suspension of disbelief, which can be described as the willful suppression of
awareness of the gap between the imagination and empirical reality. I sug-
gest that the same noetic process that allows individuals to view individual
synchronic frames of manga and anime as meaningful parts of a diachronic
story also allows viewers to frame certain events, characters, and settings
with religious significance. Here I will focus on two technical aspects of
manga and anime production known as closure and compositing that lend
themselves to the rendition and reception of religious content by inviting
and demanding the aforementioned suppression of awareness regarding the
interstices between fictive and empirical worlds.

CLOSURE

Closure is the process whereby readers imaginatively fill in the space be-
tween two juxtaposed panels in a manga. Mangaka cannot depict the myriad
minutiae of movements in real time, nor is it expedient to draw all of the little
moments between significant parts of a story in the manner of a flipbook.
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Artists compensate for this inability with an economy of image. By carefully
choosing and juxtaposing specific moments, artists demand that viewers
imaginatively do the hard work of contextualizing the intervening space be-
tween panels. I explain this in more detail in Chapter 1, but, as one example,
an artist might draw a soccer player’s foot cocked back to kick a ball, and in
the next frame show the ball swishing into the net. The intervening time—
during which the foot connects with the ball, a defender shouts a warning,
the goalkeeper exhibits a surprised reaction, the crowd gasps in anticipation,
and the ball travels rapidly through space—is omitted.

COMPOSITING

Similarly, in a technique known as compositing, artists draw on the viewer’s
ability to suppress her awareness of multiple layers of signification occurring
within a single frame. In Figure 1.3, for example, the onomatopoetic sound of
a character chuckling, “ku ku,” is written into blank space within the frame
of the panel on the far right while dialogue between two characters is written
in quotation bubbles. Different panels also show different aspects of the same
scene; see, for instance, the panel in the bottom left of the page on the right,
which focuses on the protagonist’s clenched fist. One character’s internal
thoughts are shown by thought bubbles on the bottom left, while the top left
emphasizes the intensity of the character’s assertion with a close-up shot and
lines angling outward from his face. These panels, which are read right to left
and top to bottom, would be read by a native speaker in just a few seconds. In
the process, the viewer stitches the panels together into a coherent narrative,
even if they actually demand impressive imaginative leaps between charac-
ters” internal monologues and shared dialogue, onomatopoeia, and so forth.

In the production of anime, compositing is used to make what Thomas
Lamarre describes as the “multiplanar image,” and “closed” and “open” com-
positing vary the audience’s awareness of the existence of these multiple lay-
ers.%? By adjusting the space between transparent cels through the use of an
animation stand, artists and directors create the illusion of depth in a single
frame of anime. In addition to panning the camera across a composite image
forming one frame, they can move single layers within it to create the illu-
sion of movement within and across individual frames. In both instances,
skillful use of the apparatus allows directors to suppress or manipulate the
audience’s awareness of the existence of multiple layers within a single com-
posite image; it also suppresses awareness of the rapid transitions between
frames.
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Figure 1.3. Light decides to make himself the god of a new world in Death Note. © Tsugumi Ohba, Takeshi
Obata/Shieisha

Detailed analysis of the techniques of closure and compositing is largely
beyond the scope of this book, and there is little point in reproducing oth-
ers’ stimulating and expert work. Here I mention these techniques specifi-
cally to highlight the cognitive operations on which both rely. That is, they
are not merely artifices for rendition and representation, but also can be
conceived as particular ways of viewing manga and anime that compress
multiplanar images into composite ones and that interpret the juxtaposition
of such composite images as a reasonable approximation of empirical reality.
Closure and compositing are therefore inherently imaginative, demanding
that audiences suppress their awareness of the interstices between frames
and layers within frames. Similarly, these techniques draw audiences into
stories, contributing to the creation of religious frames of mind by inviting
audiences to suppress their awareness of the gaps between fictive worlds and
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empirical reality. I am not suggesting, however, that this suppression is uni-
form—these techniques can be executed with varying degrees of skill and
persuasiveness, eliciting differing degrees of audience absorption. Personal
predilection also will affect interpretation and intellectual and emotional
investment.

As I will show throughout this book, closure and compositing can also
be used metaphorically. Some authors and directors use a relatively “open”
form of compositing that invites audiences to view certain narratives as
equally being of religious import and recreational promise. Tezuka Osamu’s
Buddha, for example, is obviously about religious content (the life story of
the Buddha) but is marketed as an adventure story.®* Conversely, many au-
thors and directors use “closed” compositing to suppress awareness of the
religious strata of their works. Anime director Miyazaki Hayao often has
been described as incorporating “Shinto” into his films, but he strongly re-
sists this idea even though he mobilizes concepts like deities or spirits (kami)
in his narratives. Miyazaki prefers to depict deities rather than religious cler-
gies or institutions, and when he does depict the latter they are inert (deities’
statues in My Neighbor Totoro [Tonari no Totoro, 1988]) or corrupt (the venal
monk in Princess Mononoke [Mononoke Hime], 1997), while his deities are
vivacious and active. He thus bypasses formal religion by tapping directly
into an imagined spiritual world. Furthermore, just as mangaka occasionally
rupture the hermetic seal of the individual panel so that characters leap out
of the frame and across the page, and just as anime directors occasionally
drastically switch to open compositing to elicit a sense of disorientation or
movement, prosaic stories with no overt religious messages may suddenly
reveal registers of religious significance, as has been the case with the works
of mangaka such as Yamamoto Sumika and Miuchi Suzue (described in
Chapter 2).

Asin the case of the composite image, a given viewer may pay a greater or
lesser degree of attention to the existence of the interstices between illustra-
tion and empirical reality. Yet, just as he may be able to distinguish between
layers of a composite image found in a given frame, his ability to distinguish
between layers of fiction and reality is not compromised by his willingness—
temporary or perpetual—to interpret these layers as collectively forming a
meaningful world.® In this sense, the artificial line between the imagina-
tion and empirical reality—a line that I have been drawing here for heuristic
purposes—ceases to be significant or even intelligible. What remains is the
frame through which audience members make sense of the world.
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Audience members exhibit religious frames of mind when they interact
with the characters and cosmologies of manga and anime in ways that re-
flect an imaginative mode of compositing in which illustrated worlds are su-
perimposed on empirical reality. A religious frame of mind is present when a
given narrative animates the audience, inspiring devotional or ritual activity
such as composing devotional tablets (ema) at shrines addressed to favorite
characters rather than to deities. It is visible when a given character becomes
animate in an audience’s shared imaginary as a model to emulate, as in the
case of the women [ describe in Chapter 3 who take the fictional character
Nausicad as a role model. We can trace religious frames of mind when au-
dience members project an illustrated place onto physical topography as a
pilgrimage destination (such as Sailor Moon fans patronizing Hikawa Shrine
in the Azabu Juban district of Tokyo). We can visualize them when a specific
geographic location takes on sacred significance in fan discussions as the
alleged inspiration for an animated world—a place that is simultaneously
fictional and real, inspired and inspiring (the island of Yakushima as the
putative model for the sacred forest featured in Princess Mononoke).3°

Focus

The basic stance that ties the aforementioned approaches together is my in-
sistence that manga and anime not be treated as museums preserving os-
sified specimens of assorted denominational species. They are vehicles for
religious creation and re-creation, for the imaginative animation of fictive
characters.®” Authors and directors proactively mobilize religious concepts,
characters, and images for a variety of reasons ranging from piety to profit.
Lay artists may attempt to inculcate moral lessons in their audiences while
criticizing formal religious institutions, and leaders of religious institutions
may make executive decisions to proselytize through manga and anime, but
in neither case are these media mere containers for the smuggling of cloaked
religious content into the minds of unsuspecting audiences. This is because
audiences play a similarly proactive role in interpreting manga and anime
content in ways that often diverge from authorial and directorial intentions.
Audience reception may include the canonization of certain works (treating
them as sacred literature), ritual reading or viewing, and the associated de-
velopment of affective and devotional relationships with fictional characters.

In short, this book is not about the incidence of Buddhism, Shinto, or
Christianity in manga and anime as much as it is about the creative and
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sundry ways in which the constituents of manga and anime culture deploy,
receive, interpret, and mentally and physically interact with narrative and
visual content. Moreover, it is explicitly about how they do so in ways that
reflect religious frames of mind. In addition to the stories and images that
compose its direct objects of study, authorial and directorial analysis, fan
message board discussions, personal interviews, surveys, exegetical com-
mentaries, critical reviews, and observable ritual practices devoted to fictive
sites and characters serve as its subject matter. The frames of mind evident in
these sources of data can be juxtaposed with one another; although they may
not always be perfectly contiguous or complementary, through the imagina-
tive process of closure we can suture them together to visualize the endlessly
changing subset of contemporary Japanese vernacular religion that I call re-
ligious manga and anime culture.

The case studies in the following chapters strike a balance between ex-
amples derived from manga and from anime, but they demonstrate a slight
bias towards manga for pragmatic reasons. Manga are easier than films to
review, and in most cases manga are produced prior to anime and therefore
have a narrative richness that anime sometimes lack. Nevertheless, anime
have their own strengths and I have accordingly included many salient ex-
amples from anime, including those in Chapter 3 that focus in particular on
the reception of acclaimed director Miyazaki Hayao’s oeuvre. To the extent
possible, I have indicated whether a particular story exists in both formats,
and I have tried to include detailed discussions of anime such as those of
directors Miyazaki and Kon Satoshi that are not based on manga.

Many of the works to which I refer are now available in translation and
can be found in large bookstores or through online retailers. Some of them,
unfortunately, have not yet been translated and may never be. Readers who
are concerned about plot spoilers should beware that portions of the book
necessarily provide synopses of their subject matter. I have tried to write
these so as not to detract from the richness of their storylines, and have left
some surprising plot twists unspoiled. For readers who are unfamiliar with
them, no amount of description and discussion can compare with the actual
experience of reading manga or watching anime. I leave it to the reader to
decide which products among those discussed seem appealing.

Although I hope to provide a somewhat comprehensive overview of re-
ligious manga and anime culture in this book, there are works that I have
necessarily omitted. The heavy emphasis on young adult (seinen) and boys’
(shonen) manga and associated anime reflects personal predilection more
than a programmatic delineation of research parameters. This accidental em-
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phasis is both unintentional and unfortunate, and is only partially redeemed
by the fact that these categories of manga and anime are more widely con-
sumed than girls’ manga or ladies’ comics. (While girls are likely to read and
be familiar with boys’ manga and anime, the reverse is less common.)

My neglect of girls’ and women’s manga and anime is inexcusable, but I
hope that readers will supplement this study with further examinations of
other types of manga and anime in coming years. Although I refer to a few
works that fall into the girls’ manga category, with considerable chagrin I
leave the study of religion in the culture surrounding girls’ manga and ladies’
comics to others, hoping that this book provides helpful groundwork and
research methodology that fructifies these future endeavors. Furthermore,
although there are obvious connections between manga, anime, and video
games, | happily relinquish study of the latter to those with greater affin-
ity for them. Finally, while I do discuss the international reception of these
media (including academic reception) in passing, for the most part my study
focuses on their creation and consumption in Japan. This reflects my train-
ing in Japanese studies, the emphasis on Japanese-language sources in my
work, and my years of fieldwork in that country (2005-2007). Hopefully fu-
ture studies on this subject will take a more international and interactional
perspective than I have taken.

Chapter 1 briefly traces the history of vernacular religious media and ex-
plores the stylistic conventions specific to manga and anime that make them
amenable to conveying religious content. Chapter 2 plots manga and an-
ime along a continuum ranging from casual diversion to explicitly religious
recreation. One the one hand, I provide a typology of religious manga and
anime based on criteria related to the attitudes that characterize their pro-
duction, allowing for differences in intentionality while examining the rhe-
torical techniques ranging from satire to sententiousness that manga artists
and anime directors use in the service of amusing, educating, and persuad-
ing their audiences. On the other hand, I examine the side of reception, high-
lighting the different ways in which audiences interpret products with ap-
parently religious content and plotting those responses on a continuum from
apathy to reverence. I examine the exegetical commentary of fan groups, rit-
ualized activity derived from fictive manga and anime worlds, and the emer-
gence of formal religions (groups that are legally incorporated as religious
juridical persons, with clearly delineated hierarchies and doctrines) out of
fan groups. This chapter includes the majority of the results of my interviews
and surveys, including references to an informant who underwent Buddhist
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initiation due to the influence of manga, a casual reader who recalled dis-
traught fans holding an actual funeral for a fictional character of a favorite
manga, and a lengthy section on former manga artist Kuroda Minoru, who
founded the religious corporation known as Subikari Koha Sekai Shindan.
Chapter 3 examines the production and reception of famed director Mi-
yazaki Hayao’s animated films while conducting a critique of foregoing aca-
demic interpretations that have treated Miyazaki’s work as essentially or in-
herently religious. Chapter 4 addresses the complicated issue of manga (and,
to a lesser extent, anime) narratives’ role in the story of Aum Shinrikyo, and
provides close readings of three manga that were published in the aftermath
of the gas attack and how they reflect authors” and audiences’ perceptions of
marginal religious movements. The conclusion summarizes the main argu-
ments of the book and offers suggestions for future study. As a whole, this
book demonstrates that the verisimilitude of fictive and illustrated worlds
can influence audiences’ perceptions of empirical reality, contributing to the
concomitant development of convictions and practices that can be fruitfully
described as religious.
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Visualizing Religion

Just as a mangaka juxtaposes a series of discrete panels to create a com-
prehensive story, in the first half of this chapter I juxtapose several brief
sketches of notable technological innovations in Japanese illustrated media
to narrate the history of some stylistic, topical, and industrial tendencies that
have come to characterize contemporary manga and anime culture. While
[ resist the presentist urge to equate earlier illustrated narrative media like
premodern emaki and early modern illustrated novels (kibyoshi) with mod-
ern manga and anime, I argue that there are important similarities in the
ways in which contemporary producers and premodern proselytizers and
performers have used combinations of image, text, and script in didactic and
recreational settings related to religion.! In the second half of the chapter, I
examine some common compositional techniques to show some of the ways
in which producers of manga and anime visualize religious ideas and ideals.
Specifically, I show how artists” and directors’ decisions about how to man-
age the ratio between text and image, how to approximate real-time motion,
where and how to provide or omit background (literal and figurative), and
how to expediently convey and elicit emotion all contribute to the capacity
of a given work to invite vicarious experience and to take on religious signifi-
cance through the creation of religious frames of mind. I furthermore show
how marketing serves as another layer of rendition, determining the target
audience and thereby expanding or circumscribing a given product’s reach.

Pedagogical Pictures and Proselytizing Priests

Considering their prodigious production of emaki and statuary, it seems that
premodern Buddhists embraced the old adage that a picture is worth a thou-
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sand words, treating images as expedient means to pedagogical—and ulti-
mately soteriological—ends.? Pictures, however, are only worth any number
of words if they are comprehensible, and their intended audiences must be
fluent in the visual and verbal vocabulary that informs them to serve as rea-
sonable proselytizing media. In the absence of such fluency, translation is in-
dispensable.? This pragmatic consideration contributed to the development
of a class of specialist preachers who used images to amuse their audiences
while simultaneously using the same images to explain religious content.
With their ability to orally animate the images found in emaki depictions
of hell, the six realms of existence (rokudd), and various foundation stories
of temples and shrines, these raconteurs (called etoki) proved through their
office that there are times when a word may very well be worth a thousand
pictures. Their practice, which went by the same name (etoki), entertained
audiences while simultaneously encouraging audiences to entertain religious
ideas.

EMAKI

The modern categories of “art” and “religion” were not discrete in the emaki
of premodern Japan. For example, emaki were often used to advertise the
particular benefits that could accrue from the patronage of a particular de-
ity or temple, simultaneously providing entertainment and salvation.* Many
emaki also depicted the lives of important historical figures, serving the
function of being aesthetically pleasing, mapping the area where a person
lived or traveled, providing instruction on the exemplary life of the person in
question, and sharing an entertaining story.>

Emaki depictions of Shotoku Taishi (574—622) are one example. Like
other ancient period religious figures such as Kobo Daishi (a common epithet
for Kukai, the formulator of Japanese Esoteric Buddhism), Shotoku Taishi
has been fully turned into a figure of legend. He is famous for introducing
Buddhism to Japan and for establishing a seventeen-article constitution; his
hagiography includes miraculous feats such as flying over mountains. There
are a number of extant pictorial biographies (eden) of Shotoku Taishi, includ-
ing some in the collection of the Tokyo National Museum, and also in the
collections of some temples such as the hanging emaki at Horyuji (allegedly
founded by Shotoku Taishi himself).® Similar, if less reverent, illustrated hagi-
ographies also have appeared in recent years. Mangaka Yamagishi Ryoko, for
example, portrays the prince as a conniving and cross-dressing wizard who
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has a clandestine love affair with Soga no Emishi (son of Soga no Umako) in
her manga Prince of the Place of the Rising Sun (Hi izuru tokoro no tenshi).”

Other emaki images of the Japanese ancient and medieval periods
were hortatory pictures of hells, the six realms of existence, and the Pure
Land. Popular images of hells, for example, showed the various tortures
that awaited people who were cruel or unjust. These images sometimes in-
cluded text in the vernacular, describing the torment that sinners would face
in gruesome detail. People were skewered, burned alive, reconstituted, and
burned again. They were drowned in pools of blood, forced to endlessly climb
trees of knives, infused with molten copper through various orifices, and so
forth, for many millions of years on end.®

In addition to the admonitory nature of the hell scrolls, some emaki may
have contributed to the rapid spread of Pure Land belief in the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries.” For example, many emaki depicted Amida’s Pure
Land, or Western Paradise, or portrayed Amida and his retinue appearing to
greet the deceased at the moment of death (this image has been reproduced
with some fidelity in modern anime such as Takahata Isao’s Porm Poko; see
Figure 1.1).1° Similarly, Kumano nuns used emaki to disseminate faith in the
Heart Sutra (Hannya shingyo) and the Blood Pool Hell Sutra (Ketsubonkyo).!!

Another popular style of emaki is the engi emaki, or foundation story
emaki. One example is that of Kitano Tenmangt, the shrine complex dedi-

Figure 1.1. Director Takahata Isao reproduces a raigd scene of Amida arriving to greet the de-
ceased in Pom Poko. © Isao Takahata/Studio Ghibli
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cated to Tenman Tenjin. Sugawara no Michizane, a scholar and government
official of the Heian period (794—1185), was enshrined as Tenman Tenjin to
pacify his spirit after he was unjustly demoted and persecuted before dying
an unhappy death. Shortly after Michizane’s death, several calamities befell
the capital, including the illness of the emperor and an epidemic. Accord-
ing to the story, theories began to proliferate that it was the work of Mich-
izane’s angry spirit (onryo), and eventually an oracle suggested that it was
indeed Michizane who was responsible for the calamities. Thereafter he was
enshrined at Kitano, which became one of the major shrines of Japan, and
branch shrines now exist all over the country. As Tenman Tenjin, Michizane
became an object of devotion in Shinté and Buddhist contexts, and is now
generally regarded as the patron deity of academics due to his reputation as
a great scholar and his association with the Edo period (1603-1868) temple
schools (terakoya). The Kitano Tenmangii engi is a famous example of a foun-
dation story, and the use of images to relate the story seems to have helped to
spread Tenman Tenjin belief 12

Scholars have documented similar examples of emaki used as advertise-
ments for other pilgrimage sites or as didactic expositions of hagiography. In
a compelling attestation to the effectiveness of the method, some contem-
porary scholars have relied on the same essential technology to make their
historical arguments. D. Max Moerman’s book on the Kumano shrines, for
example, uses a famous emaki as the basis for a thematic discussion of the
various practices associated with those sites in premodern Japan.!® Similarly,
in a recent public lecture at Princeton University, historian of Buddhism
Martin Collcutt gave a public lecture on the hagiography of the peripatetic
Buddhist proselytizer Ippen. Aided by PowerPoint, Collcutt pointed to a slide
of a section of the Ippen hijiri-e (the illustrated hagiography of Ippen, a di-
dactic scroll) that depicted Ippen using a painting to explicate his Buddhist
insight to a guest in an otherwise bare hut."* These three levels of pictorial
exposition suggest that although the technology has become more sophisti-
cated, the basic practice of juxtaposing the display of images with didactic
explanation has been historically durable.

ETOKI

This durability originally derived from a dilemma. Although emaki have
served as useful tools in the dissemination of religious information, origi-
nally the organization of their images was haphazard at best, and when they
included text it was often similarly disorganized. Stories would not neces-
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sarily move from top to bottom or right to left, but would skip from one
part of the painting to another, often without any sort of boundary drawn
to separate the elements of the painting. Or, if there were boundaries, they
tended to be drawn as part of the landscape, so that a tree, mountain, or
house actually served as a dividing line between two separate episodes in
a story. Even though the images themselves might contribute to an easier
understanding of the content, the (dis)organization of the painting would
actually (and ironically) make it more difficult. Many emaki thus seem to be
a bewildering array of images even if they are actually conveying a story.!®
Incidentally, although some types of mandala do include clearly delineated
panels or cartouches, it is similarly difficult to decipher their representations
of cosmology and doctrine without knowledge of the tradition in question.

Stories are not immediately self-evident through image alone, but neces-
sarily are conjoined with text, monologue, or dialogue (or if only image, very
clear juxtaposition and sequencing) to achieve their narrative aims. As time
went on, the organization of paintings became clearer, and some scrolls were
gradually unrolled as a story was recited in order to give the impression of
movement from right to left (an early form of technical animation).!® Even
with these technical innovations, however, understanding emaki required
the explanation of a specialist versed in the story, in the doctrines of the
religion involved, or in the history of the shrine or temple in question. This
specialist was called an etoki, and the sermons given based on pictures went
by the same name.

Etoki is a practice in which temple priests and itinerant preachers have
used pictures to expound on religious doctrine, both for semiliterate or illit-
erate commoners and for the edification of literate elites (who would still have
had difficulty with Buddhist scriptures, which are written in classical Chi-
nese that is replete with idiosyncratic readings of characters that are trans-
literations of Sanskrit terms). Etoki practice treated the picture not only as a
work of art, but also (even primarily) as a technology for helping to introduce
audiences to religious concepts with which they may not have been familiar,
simultaneously serving ritualistic, pedagogical, devotional, and entertaining
functions.!” The practice of etoki therefore brought the distant concepts of
a largely inscrutable Buddhism to the people, serving not only as a medium
for religious propagandizing and fundraising on the part of priests and nuns,
but also as a ritual device for the accumulation of merit among their audi-
ences. Thus, the practice of etoki combined the leisurely and supererogatory
elements of popular religious practice with a “visual literacy” regarding Bud-
dhist cosmological and soteriological concepts, origin and miracle tales of
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shrines and temples, and honji suijaku theories of indigenous kami as mani-
festations of buddhas or bodhisattvas.

Etoki sermons were and are (for they are still practiced today at some
temples) simultaneously edifying and entertaining, combining religious in-
struction and image-oriented entertainment in one practice. Significantly,
Ikumi Kaminishi ties etoki practice to modern media: “Historical evidence
substantiates that since the twelfth century Japanese Buddhists have been
using paintings to edify lay audiences with Buddhist knowledge, morals, and
way of life. [The] etoki tradition, now a millennium old, continues to entice
and entertain people even in this television age, although to some extent
movies, TV, and the Internet have replaced etoki. In essence, etoki and mod-
ern audiovisual entertainment are not so different in the way they use visual
images to draw the viewer’s attention while verbal texts—whether written or
spoken—supply propagandizing messages.”'®

Although I agree with Kaminishi that there is observable continuity be-
tween modern and premodern media in light of their use in religious con-
texts, I offer the caveat that the portrayal of etoki preachers as shrewd propa-
gandists who necessarily and successfully influenced passive and credulous
audiences is a caricature that is not sustainable in premodern or modern
contexts. While Kaminishi does not explicitly include manga and anime
in her list of modern media that inherit the tradition in the quote above,
other scholars’ uncritical celebration of them as modern manifestations of
premodern emaki is only uncomfortably supported by historical evidence.”
Arguments suggesting that the two forms of media are identical generally
reveal excessive zeal in the quest to secure a venerable pedigree for popular
media that have often been dismissed as pulp fiction.? It is true, however,
that similarities exist in the combination of proselytizing and entertainment
in a single format. Like the emaki of old, various religious groups (and oc-
casionally lay artists) use manga and anime to introduce or to reinforce reli-
gious attitudes in their audiences.?!

The manga format, however, is clearly different from that of emaki, and
manga has its own particular stylistic conventions. Emaki composition de-
mands the role of the etoki preacher—it lacks the panels and clearly estab-
lished viewing conventions found in modern manga. While there are certain
aspects of emaki scenes that functionally serve as panels (trees or buildings
serving as boundaries between two scenes, for example), emaki composi-
tion lacks the right-to-left, top-to-bottom reading style that is standard to
almost all manga.?? The genre of modern manga benefited from the stylistic
conventions that emerged from the advent of mass printing, bound books,
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the import of European and American comics, and the emergence of film
technology. In the following sections I take up some of these developments
to show how they have perpetuated images of religions and transmitted re-
ligious ideals while also indicating the ways in which they have influenced
manga and anime on formal and topical levels.

Kibyoshi

Oneimportant part of the development of these conventions is the role played
by popular illustrated fiction of the Edo period. Japanese today are used to
being surrounded by a large amount of printed material, but for the citizens
of the early Edo period it was still relatively novel to have access to literature
in large quantities (a reflection of innovations in printing technology).?* As
Japan moved into the middle Edo period, the growth of urban centers and
the growing power of the merchant class contributed to the development of
literature that was primarily read for leisure.* Edo society also saw the devel-
opment of book-lending services, many of which seem to have specialized in
kibyoshi (literally, “yellow-cover books”). These were bound books that often
included pictures and that were made from low-quality paper; like modern
manga, they were read rapidly and then passed on or discarded.?® Although
they had initially begun as books for children, gradually the content became
more adult in orientation and tended to include jokes, puns, or satire.

Humor, however, does not preclude the existence of religious themes,
nor does the focus on the “floating world” of brothels and other places of
leisure commonly described in kibyoshi suggest diminished ability to deal
with the religious or other ostensibly “serious” material.2® These media drew
on traditions like etoki and street oration (dangi) that had traditionally been
associated with religion, and used religion as a focal point for satire as well
as for belief.*” For example, dangibon were books that mocked the hortatory
sermonizing common to the Nichiren, Ritsu, and Jodo Buddhist sects of the
period.?® Similarly, kibyoshi used travel narratives and guidebook literature
to simultaneously entertain and instruct audiences about nominally religious
destinations (pilgrimage routes in particular) while providing titillation and
hilarity as well. %

Kibyoshi and modern manga are not synonymous, although they are
related.® Like modern manga, kibyoshi include combinations of image and
text. Unlike mangaka, however, kibyoshi authors distributed text in relation
to image in a limited number of ways—Ilater developments such as the use
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and placement of speech bubbles, thought balloons, and onomatopoeia ex-
isted only in rudimentary form in the earlier medium. Kibyoshi images also
tended to be static—few authors seem to have used frames within pages to
show temporal transitions and changes in perspective, and there was mini-
mal use of dynamic lines and onomatopoetic sound effects to indicate ac-
tion. The introduction of European and American comics and film in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth century catalyzed a paradigm shift in
picture-based storytelling, providing a new rhetorical vocabulary that was
gradually integrated into domestic products and unified over the course of
the twentieth century. During this period, illustrated fiction evolved from
static pictures supplemented with text to manga, which juxtaposes images
and text in a fluid and interpenetrating fashion, and ultimately to anime,
which—aided by sound effects and soundtracks—not only juxtaposes static
images, but also does so in such rapid succession that it is able to approxi-
mate (and productively exaggerate) real-time motion.

Comics and Film

By the turn of the twentieth century American and European comic art
(known as ponchi or ponchi-e) had entered Japan, and newspapers and other
serials began runningsatirical political cartoons and serialized comic strips.3!
These early comics generally matched the model still common in newspapers
worldwide today. They involved three or four panels that concluded with a
humorous denouement or an ongoing adventure story featuring a charis-
matic protagonist. Gradually, however, some artists pushed the boundaries
of the medium, stretching their stories over more panels and making the
plots more involved. This emergent genre of “story manga” would mature in
the postwar period.*?

Silent film technology had also been imported from Europe around the
turn of the twentieth century, and audiences were increasingly exposed to
foreign and domestic films. Like the emaki of earlier periods, the silent films
of the early twentieth century were generally augmented by the dramatic
performance of a storyteller known as a benshi, who matched his narration
to the projected images on the screen.?® In fact, these storytellers apparently
enjoyed star power to rival that of the actors and actresses who appeared on
screen. Although few examples of the silent films from this era remain, there
is evidence that film was used in religious contexts. For example, historian
Nancy Stalker has indicated that the charismatic second-generation leader of
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Omotokyo, Deguchi Onisaburo, successfully used film to reach out to new
audiences.>*

Kamishibai

Film technology is expensive, however, and other media were probably more
likely to form significant parts of daily life in the early and middle twentieth
century. One such medium was known as kamishibai (literally, “paper plays”).
Kata Koji's autobiographical history of kamishibai illustrates some connec-
tions between religion, art, and performance in this modern art form that
developed alongside manga and that foreshadowed animation technology.®®
Kamishibai are oral performances of stories that are accompanied by large il-
lustrated cards slotted into a wooden frame in succession; each illustration ac-
companies a different scene in the story. Originally the stories were produced
by individual artists who maintained a monopoly on the images and scripts of
their stories, but gradually the cards (particularly those of successful stories)
came to be produced en masse, and the stories would be written on the back
of each card so that storytellers could memorize and perform new stories
relatively quickly. Peripatetic performers of kamishibai were especially active
in the Taisho (1912-1926) and early Showa (1926—1989) eras, and a thriving
entertainment industry arose associated with the production of kamishibai
stories and illustrations, including long-running serializations focused on a
particular lovable protagonist (which is also a staple of modern manga).
Kata traces the rise of kamishibai in the late Meiji era (1868-1912) to
adaptations in sekkyobushi, which were moralistic Buddhist stories that were
often augmented with visual aids, particularly rudimentary projected im-
ages (called utsushi-e) or paper puppets (ritsu-e).>* Many of these stories also
included ghost stories (yokaidan), which necessarily drew on ideas of the
supernatural and the afterlife. The content of kamishibai seems to have de-
veloped primarily in a fashion similar to American comic books, with super-
human protagonists fighting evil villains in the name of justice (e.g., “Golden
Bat,” a superhero named after the tobacco brand). Because of their origin in
dramatic presentation, although they used static images, kamishibai devel-
oped a more interactive and dynamic style of image-based storytelling. The
oratory skills of the performers were enhanced by multiple images shown
in succession, as opposed to one large image serving as the source of the
story (emaki) or several smaller images accompanied by descriptive text and
dialogue (kibyoshi). The transitions between frames of the story allowed for
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kamishibai artists to build dramatic tension in their stories, and the relatively
high number of frames contributed to the sense of action and movement.
Kamishibai formed a booming entertainment industry in the first half of the
twentieth century, although they were gradually supplanted by television and
the rise in mass-produced manga magazines in the postwar period.

Many of the kamishibai artists took up work after the war writing manga
(or the darker, more adult genre, gekiga) for book-lending shops. Some highly
successful kamishibai artists such as Shirato Sanpei and Mizuki Shigeru
transitioned to creating serialized manga stories.*” Mizuki, for example, de-
veloped his unique style of occult manga over several decades, and continued
to touch on occult, spiritual, and religious themes in his works, which have
been recently examined in a series of book chapters and articles.>® Mizuki is
best known for his stories of ghouls and ghosts like Creepy Kitaro (Ge Ge Ge
no Kitaro), but as one example of his other work, in a relatively recent series
called Biographies of Mystics (Shinpika retsuden), Mizuki details the hagiog-
raphies of religious figures such as Swedenborg, Milarepa, and Myoe.*

As Mizuki’s story demonstrates, kamishibai could not compete with
television and the newly booming manga and anime industry, especially as
increasing numbers of households developed the means to acquire television
sets, and as children and young adults came to be able to afford splurges on
weekly manga magazines to keep up with installments of their favorite series.
By the 1970s, manga and gekiga artists had cornered the market on printed
visual-verbal entertainment, and anime—often based on manga—was in-
creasingly being broadcast on television and screened in movie theatres.

Although kamishibai faded into obscurity, it left significant technologi-
cal legacies for the postwar manga and anime industries. The apparatus used
in kamishibai performance was somewhat similar to the stand used to film
layered cels of anime, and just as kamishibai artists reused picture cards
to tell their stories, anime directors began to create banks of cels that they
could expediently reuse rather than drawing new images afresh. In addition
to this technological connection, the practices of creating and viewing ka-
mishibai performance, drawing and reading manga, and filming and viewing
anime all rely on the principle of closure. In all of these media, audiences
imaginatively connect one image to another, filling in the contextual space
between juxtaposed images and suppressing awareness of the composite na-
ture of certain individual images. The remainder of this chapter addresses
these technical aspects of creation and the associated cognitive and visual
aspects of reception.
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Composition

Like Japanese novels, manga are read from right to left. Usually readers start
at the top and then work right to left, then down the page. Manga generally
juxtapose clearly defined frames of various sizes and shapes with speech bub-
bles containing dialogue. Mimetic words are built into the image.*® Third-
person omniscient narrative is often contained in boxes with clearly delin-
eated angles, while footnotes supplement text with historical information
or explications of potentially unfamiliar vocabulary. The margins of most
manga are white, although some authors switch to black when showing
a flashback scene (see Figure 1.1 on p. 4). Patterned backgrounds indicate
powerful emotional tension or magical or supernatural action, while changes
between types of ink and drawing utensils—combined with the sparing use
of (expensive) color—contribute to the emotional impact of certain scenes.

In part due to the effectiveness of these artistic and stylistic conventions,
the paper medium of a well-written manga disappears in the same way that
a reader can forget that she is holding the paper medium of a well-written
novel.* Ideally, the power of the narrative and of the image draws the reader’s
attention into the imaginary world of the manga, so that the reader tempo-
rarily forgets that she is holding the manga as a physical object. This qual-
ity is directly connected to the stylistic conventions that mangaka use and
modify in their art and their storytelling—conventions that in turn came to
be essential in anime as well.

Late twentieth-century manga, while clearly influenced by American
and European comic works, developed into a unique genre that differs from
Western comic art in some significant ways.*? In part this is related to the
processes of production—mangaka have traditionally been less constrained
than their American and European peers in terms of the length or content
of their stories, and have generally taken a “high-context, low-content” ap-
proach to the art form by emphasizing images over text.** Modern mangaka,
encouraged by a relatively sympathetic publishing industry and the use of
low-grade paper, were able to expand the range of their stories over several
thousands of pages, largely due to their extensive use of dialogue-free panels
to demonstrate mood, the passage of time, and otherwise verbally inexpress-
ible aspects of their plots.** In part, it is this quality of manga combinations
of image and text, along with the general conventions of the comics art form
itself, that lends modern manga to the treatment and dissemination of reli-
gious themes.
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Theorist Scott McCloud’s groundbreaking work on the art form of com-
ics, while exhibiting some problematic essentialist assumptions regarding
the approaches to art of East and West, provides excellent tools for appre-
hending the conventions of the genre (following McCloud, I include manga
within the category of comics here). McCloud’s work illustrates (literally—
the book is in comic format) the ways this medium differs from other forms
of art, literature, and film. With the base definition of comics as “sequential
art,” further nuanced by the working definition of comics as “juxtaposed pic-
torial and other images in deliberate sequence, intended to convey informa-
tion and/or to produce an aesthetic response in the viewer,” McCloud moves
the discussion of the medium beyond the generally pejorative tendency to
look at comics as something less than authentic art and as somehow inferior
to estimable literature.*®

There are several characteristics of comics that deserve attention in light
of the discussion of manga and religion. One of these is iconic represen-
tation. McCloud argues that the further away from reality an image gets,
the closer it gets to an idea or an ideal. He suggests that the iconic hero
thus takes on more persuasive power than the photorealistic hero, because
it allows for a higher level of reader identification with the protagonist (and
sometimes depicting antagonists in more realistic fashion makes them emo-
tionally further from the reader, thus subtly emphasizing the initial affective
bond with the more iconic protagonist). Japanese artists in particular have
often combined detailed backgrounds with iconic protagonists and realistic
or otherwise “othered” antagonists, thus leading to high levels of affinity
between reader and hero.*® One Japanese artist who uses this tactic to great
rhetorical effect is Kobayashi Yoshinori, whose depictions of himself are al-
ways iconic, but who depicts perceived antagonists in a relatively, sometimes
highly, realistic fashion. In a slightly different mode, Urasawa Naoki pro-
vides distance from the antagonist of 20th Century Boys by always depicting
him masked.

Another important element of comics is the function of the “gutter,”
or the space between panels. The existence of panels minimizes the prob-
lem of /ow to read the manga; young readers quickly absorb the right-left,
top-down pattern of reading. While premodern emaki tended to jumble the
chronological events of a person’s hagiography or of a miracle tale in a bewil-
dering array of images without clear distinctions or progression, comics art
uses very clearly defined conventions so that any person with a basic knowl-
edge of where to begin can understand how to read the story.’
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Relying on the concept of “closure,” where the mind of the viewer fills in
the temporal or contextual space between panels, artists have used a variety
of transitions in order to move their stories forward.*® McCloud categorizes
these transitions as follows: (1) moment-to-moment (imagine a flip book,
where each frame shows a successive instant); (2) action-to-action (in one
frame a baseball is thrown; in the next frame the batter hits the ball); (3)
subject-to-subject (the same scene, but shown by focusing on two or more
different subjects in successive panels); (4) scene-to-scene (generally used to
show distance in time or place); (5) aspect-to-aspect (used to show several
interrelated aspects of the same moment or scene in separate panels); and
(6) non sequitur. McCloud claims that whereas the vast majority of comics
worldwide use types (2) through (4) to relate the entirety of a story, Japanese
manga uses the entire range of the six (although the non sequitur, predict-
ably, is only rarely thrown in for gag effect).

Although his influence has sometimes been overestimated in this regard,
a major pioneer in this process was Tezuka Osamu, whose popularization of
cinematic effects (close-ups, panning, cutaways, montage) within manga cre-
ated new ways of envisioning transitions between panels.* Many successful
mangaka since have relied on his stylistic vocabulary at least to some de-
gree.®® Tezuka's cinematic style of illustration significantly contributed to the
development of the genre of “story manga” (works that extend over hundreds
or thousands of pages).”! He also helped to develop experimental forums,
such as his magazine COM, for manga with more adult themes.”> A number
of Tezuka’s works have dealt explicitly with religious themes, some of which
have been addressed by other scholars.”

Comic stylistic conventions developed by Tezuka and earlier generations
of gekiga artists can give the illusion of the passage of time and occurrence
of motion and action. Frames and panels help artists to illustrate the passage
of time, while the use of action lines allows them to depict motion within
individual frames.>* Japanese artists also developed what McCloud calls
“subjective motion,” where they place the audience’s viewpoint in a place
synchronous or identical with the active object (as in a viewpoint of one’s
own hands gripping the handlebars of a motorcycle traveling at high speed
as opposed to a static viewpoint watching a motorcycle move by at high
speed).”® Combined with realistic backgrounds and iconic representations
of protagonists, this conflation of the reader’s viewpoint and that of the pro-
tagonist further enhances the vicarious impression of “being there” in the
story. The cinematic style of illustration allows mangaka to develop their
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stories with high levels of complexity and emotional depth; they may invite
strong emotional responses as a result.>®

Incidentally, authors of girls’ manga follow a somewhat different set of
compositional criteria. They are more likely to depict characters” internal
emotional states through patterned backgrounds or facial close-ups, and
tend to present protagonists’ bodies in a way that invites reader-viewers to
vicariously experience the plot. Such portrayals may show, for example, a
protagonist in a full-page, full-body shot to emphasize her attire or accoutre-
ment as well as the mood of a scene.”’

While some might argue that the use of images serves as a crutch for the
imagination, the process of closure (visualizing the contextual links between
frames) still demands readers’ imaginative involvement. Furthermore, static
images as used in manga (to set the scene for a story, for example) combined
with onomatopoeia, synecdochic representation, and a shared vocabulary
of stylized depictions of intangible qualia (three wavy lines indicate odor,
patterned backgrounds indicate emotional tension, a bead of sweat indicates
frustration or anxiety, a nosebleed indicates erotic arousal, and so forth) cre-
ate a world that is rich in sensory information.>® This information is delivered
with fewer words than one would find in a novel.

Like novelists, mangaka mobilize third-person omniscient commentary,
dialogue, and internal monologues and asides to create multiple layers of
signification. Yet mangaka can substitute images for the lengthy verbal de-
scriptions novelists need in order to depict mood, setting, or internal states.
Manga are therefore extremely efficient in conveying (and evoking) emotion.
They also have an advantage over novels in expressing supposedly ineffable
moments in their stories. Novelists need to make language break down—
or alternatively need to engage in descriptive frenzy—to describe such mo-
ments. Mangaka, in contrast, can abandon language altogether and simply
resort to image. While images are also a form of expression, the lack of text
in such scenes rhetorically suggests an ineffable moment.

In Tezuka Osamu’s Buddha, for example, the young Siddhartha realizes
at the moment of his enlightenment that all things are interconnected. This
summation of his enlightenment precedes a full-page dialogue-free spread
depicting a web of interconnected organisms.*® The content of the Buddha’s
enlightenment is therefore not expressed in a verbal articulation of the Four
Noble Truths, the most common doctrinal codification of the event (and a
convenient mnemonic device). Instead, Tezuka visually presents the doctrine
of dependent origination (Skt. pratityasamutpada, Jp. engi, an integral part
of the Buddha’s sudden insight), and therefore implicitly suggests that the
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entirety of the foundational event can be reduced to this doctrine. Visual
presentation of religious experience can thus both simplify and distort, but
it is inarguably efficient at conveying rather complicated information (the
specific content of the realizations accompanying the Buddha’s awakening,
in this case).

Intimately connected to this rhetorically effective use of image is the use
of iconic representation in manga works. As McCloud argues, iconic repre-
sentations of the real world and real people, precisely because of their level
of distortion (in the sense of ideated—rather than realistic—figuration), pull
the reader vicariously into the text. He rather enthusiastically writes, “The
cartoon is a vacuum into which our identity and awareness are pulled . .. an
empty shell that we inhabit which enables us to travel in another realm. We
don’t just observe the cartoon, we become it!"?

The distortion inherent in iconic representation is similar to the distor-
tion inherent in art in general. Its value lies as much in its ability to represent
ideals as it does in its ability to represent reality. Similarly, the cartoon style
of depiction, replete with exaggeration and hyperbole, can be quite effec-
tive in conveying and educing emotion, resulting in a relatively high level of
sympathy with protagonists and the story content in general. While vicari-
ous experience is inherent in most forms of fiction, in manga it is sometimes
enhanced through the iconic protagonist.

Not only do iconic protagonists have the potential to pull in readers’
awareness and identities, but also illustration allows artists to put readers
into a first-person perspective to a degree that is rare in novels (a conven-
tion perhaps borrowed from films; novels written in the second person, for
example, are extremely rare). While most literature and film involves some
degree of vicarious experience, the iconic nature of the illustrated protago-
nist—his or her visual representation of pure emotion or experience, char-
acterized by the efficient and effective use of exaggeration and hyperbole—
helps to dissolve the boundaries between the character’s personality and that
of the viewer. In similar fashion, the rapid changes between first- and third-
person perspectives in many manga heighten the sensation of being part of
the story. Readers can therefore be drawn into the story on multiple levels,
sometimes resulting in strong feelings of identification with protagonists and
their missions.

To be clear, usage of the manga medium is not a guarantee of narrative
success. When cinematic effects and iconic representation are unskillfully
executed, or when stories are overly formulaic, manga may be perceived as
uninspired, insipid, and clichéd. The inelegant use of images may stifle read-
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ers’ imaginative involvement, and prosaic storylines might invite boredom
more than pathos. Narrative success, measured here by audience involve-
ment in the story, relies on masterful execution of manga stylistic conven-
tions as well as similarly masterful storytelling. In other words, the use of
images does not necessarily make story content more fun or interesting, and
artwork, like text, requires skill to be intellectually intriguing or emotionally
appealing. There are qualitative differences in the ways mangaka choose to
render their stories, and some artists’ work will naturally speak to broader
audiences than others.

Furthermore, marketing decisions serve as another level of rendition.
When stories are only targeted to audiences who are already actively inter-
ested in religion, for example, they often lose their ability to reach other de-
mographics, even if portraying doctrine through the manga format osten-
sibly makes it more attractive to broader audiences. A manga will be most
likely to gain popular attention if it initially appears in a magazine with broad
distribution, if the story is turned into an anime to capture a wider audience
through television serialization, and if it is actively marketed in bookstores
alongside similar products in which potential audience members might al-
ready have an interest. Narrative and artistic rendition can only be commer-
cially successful—and therefore potentially broadly influential—if audiences
are made aware of a particular product and if the way it is marketed is entic-
ing. The contrasts in rendition and marketing between two manga hagiogra-
phies of historical Buddhist figures are illustrative.

DOGEN

Dogen (Dogen-sama) is a hagiography of Japanese Soto sect founder Dogen
that can be found on the S6to website.®! Presumably designed to invite faith
or inspire practice, this pedantic manga, like many products created primar-
ily for didactic purposes, lacks extensive character development (the weight
of Dogen’s historic personality as a famous denominational founder is ap-
parently intended to serve as a substitute). The story also struggles to gen-
erate the narrative tension provided by conflict and its resolution that one
often finds in more commercially successful manga. To my untrained eye,
the characters seem artistically flat, and the truncated number of panels re-
sults in abrupt temporal transitions that minimize the audience’s ability to
develop an affective relationship with the protagonist through prolonged vi-
carious experience. In this case, fidelity to the extant sources comprising the
historical record compromises the artist’s ability to create an engaging story
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through narrative license. Furthermore, the relatively high degree of third-
person omniscient expository text creates a sense of distance from the actual
events of the story. Most importantly, unless a person is already motivated
enough to learn about S6to by going to the sect’s website or by visiting the
religion section of a bookstore, it is unlikely that a reader will encounter this
story at all.

BUDDHA

In contrast, however, Tezuka Osamu’s hagiography of the historical Buddha,
mentioned above, has enjoyed long-lasting commercial success (it has been
reprinted multiple times). His story is an adventure tale that loosely recapitu-
lates the Buddha’s life while introducing fictional characters and spicing up
the traditional story with subplots and humor.®? Tezuka takes time setting
the stage for his hero, creating a vivid picture of life in what is now northern
India and Nepal and drawing on the Jataka tales (stories of the Buddha’s for-
mer lives) over the course of one and a half volumes before he even introduces
his hero. He portrays the young Siddhartha’s sensitivity and intelligence
through extended, albeit fabricated, depictions of his childhood experiences,
making him a character with which the audience can more easily identify.*®
Although Tezuka explicitly states that he ardently believes Buddhism is the
hope for humanity’s future, his depiction of the Buddha’s life avoids overly
pedantic discussions of doctrine and excessively pious adulation of his cho-
sen subject, and he denies that he is a “pious Buddhist” (keiken na Bukkyato),
preferring to think of the Buddha as an inspiring philosopher.®

The treatment of didactic and overtly religious themes such as the ha-
giography of Siddhartha or Dogen does not necessarily result in insipid or
sententious narrative. Rather, it is the quality of artists’ deployment of manga
stylistic conventions in addition to their ability to tell compelling stories that
determines success in capturing audience attention. Marketing also plays a
significant role. Although Ushio Press, the publishing arm of the religion
Soka Gakkai, is responsible for the publication of Buddha, Tezuka’s story is
marketed alongside other adventure stories and found shelved in the manga
section of bookstores, not in the religion section. There is also little evidence
of excessive Soka Gakkai influence on the content.®> Dogen, by contrast, is
not marketed as an entertaining adventure story, but rather as an edifying
hagiography.

The contrast between Dogen and Buddha also illustrates a general ten-
dency that will be drawn out more in the following chapter. Whereas the
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traditional sects of Buddhism have attempted to capture the youth market
through media such as manga, their marketing strategies have generally re-
flected a lack of fluency in young people’s protean interests. Religions of more
recent provenance such as Soka Gakkai and Kofuku no Kagaku (a group
now known internationally as “Happy Science,” formerly, the Institute for
Research in Human Happiness, or IRH) have demonstrated greater flexibil-
ity in their approaches to marketing and disseminating religious content.®®

Anime

Like manga, anime could be said to juxtapose text with image, if text in this
case means the script of the work. Anime directors also strategically use
dialogue and image in conjunction to convey their stories. Like mangaka,
anime directors tactically use scenes devoid of dialogue (or dialogue over
static scenes) to convey mood.

Unlike manga, however, anime benefit from the additional sensory stim-
ulus of sound. The script of anime comes alive through the timbre and tim-
ing of actors’ voices, and the charismatic elocutions of famous voice actors
are recognizable across different products. Soundtracks elevate tension and
augment climax, and sound effects give the sensation of motion even when
scenes are static. Adding emphasis to certain lines of dialogue through the
use of reverb (echo) lends them particular weight, as in the case of The Laws
of Eternity (Eien no ho), an anime created by Kofuku no Kagaku. In one no-
table scene, angels (Mother Teresa, Florence Nightingale, and Helen Keller)
explain the meaning of “becoming happy” to protagonist Ytuko; the phrase
kofuku ni naru (to become happy) is given particular emphasis through the
heavy application of reverb (see Figure 1.2).

Anime also have unique stylistic conventions that reflect the influence
of manga on anime and that derive from the apparatus used to make and
film the cels that comprise individual frames. Modern mangaka created a
cinematic grammar of depiction in attempts to mimic film. Anime direc-
tors inherited that grammar (and its attendant distortions) and reinserted it
into the medium of film, resulting in a unique cinematic style. The apparatus
used in the production of anime—the animation stand—also invites differ-
ent ways of portraying and perceiving motion and depth.®’

Anime directors use a wide variety of perspectives, tracking shots, pans,
and close-ups.®® To audiences unfamiliar with anime, techniques such as
slow panning over characters’ faces between lines of dialogue can seem
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Figure 1.2. Pious and earnest Yako in The Laws of Eternity. © Ryaho Okawa/Kofuku no Kagaku

jarring or excruciatingly slow, but these serve a dual purpose. On the one
hand, they expediently limit the number of cels that artists have to draw and
film.%” On the other, they provide dramatic pauses similar to those found in
traditional Japanese drama, heightening emotional tension in the story.

Anime can also move at lightning pace, barraging viewers with a series
of images in rapid succession that is equally effective in expressing mood.
By varying the number of cels used to approximate real motion, anime
directors create a unique aesthetic. In a technique called “limited anima-
tion,” using fewer cels creates a “jerkier” surreal feel, while “full animation”
uses more cels to accurately approximate real motion, animating at a rate
of twenty-four frames per second (three frames per drawing, eight draw-
ings a second).”® Directors may also use “rotoscoping”—filming real actors
or scenery and then using that film as a template for creating believable ani-
mation.”! Increasing use of computer graphics also affects directors’ abilities
to approximate empirical reality. While some directors aim for a synthetic
aesthetic by composing their films entirely in computer graphics (such as
Aramaki Shinji’s anime rendition of Shirow Masamune’s manga Appleseed),
others use computer graphics to artfully expand the limits of two-dimen-
sional depiction (such as Kon Satoshi’s anime rendition of Tsutsui Yasutaka’s
novel Paprika [Papurika)).”?

Although images alone may be insufficient for telling a story, within a
story they can serve to express emotion, and dialogue-free scenes in anime
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(as in manga) can heighten the sense of powerful emotion or nearly ineffable
experience. In the same way that the tangible manga medium (the paper) dis-
appears as readers are absorbed into the plot of a masterfully created manga,
the physical technology of the screen dissolves in the case of well-made an-
ime. Like manga, anime heightens vicarious experience, and similarly ben-
efits from iconic protagonists and “othered” antagonists.

Anime exist at the boundary of static image and motion by virtue of
their technical execution (static frames shown in rapid succession in order
to give the appearance of motion), and the aesthetic draw of animated film is
precisely that it creates the illusion of movement and action by juxtaposing
a series of synchronic illustrations on a diachronic timeline, creating an ap-
proximation—albeit a distorted one—of reality. Films capture reality (actors
and sets creating representations of reality) in the nature of a photograph;
they mimic reality in exact correlation. In contrast, anime create simulacra
of reality through the medium of illustration (one step removed from photo-
realistic portrayal) and the stylistic conventions that anime shares with (and
inherited from) manga. Additionally, through rotoscoping, directors create
actions and settings that are simultaneously realistic and exaggerated.”® An-
ime representations of near-reality are iconic, hyperbolic, and synecdochic.

Such techniques allow directors to create images that ordinary live-ac-
tion films produce only with great difficulty. Directors play with physically
distorting characters and backgrounds, and can give the impression of or-
dinary people performing superhuman feats without the limitations of us-
ing human actors and their physical abilities or inabilities, or material sets
hampered by the laws of physics. Anime also can depict internal states in a
way that is virtually impossible (or at least very difficult) for ordinary film by
virtue of their ability to illustrate (rather than emote or explain) the intan-
gible internal landscape.

For example, directors may mobilize sound effects in an action scene
where the only action is a relatively small number of static images with “ac-
tion lines” drawn in the background to convey the impression of rapid mo-
tion (an inheritance from manga). In these scenes, where the background
disappears in order to draw attention to the emotional duress or intensity
experienced by the protagonist, directors do not depict action on the virtual
filmic “stage,” but rather depict the protagonist’s emotional state.”* Notably,
similar effects are probably only produced on stage and screen through vig-
orous emoting on the part of actors, or through the more efficient but poten-
tially jarring use of asides or monologues.
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Some recent films have portrayed characters’ internal states in vivid de-
tail. For example, in his adaptation of Matsumoto Taiyou’s manga Tekkon
Kinkreet, director Michael Arias switches to watercolor when depicting the
daydream of amiable protagonist Shiro. Biting into an apple, Shiro is sud-
denly transported to a world where apple trees bloom as he rides on a star-
emblazoned elephant and penguins and whales frolic in the grass nearby.
Suddenly switching back to the “real” world and his normal palette, the di-
rector shows the shadow of Shiro’s pachyderm mount crossing the faces of
other characters as he joyfully rides around in circles in the center of a bath-
house, although these others are clearly not privy to Shiro’s reverie. Later
in the film, when Shiro’s compatriot Kuro confronts his inner demons, his
world literally melts.”

In Paprika, animation allows director Kon Satoshi to seamlessly meld the
worlds of dream and reality as he visually depicts the insanity that erupts as
these normally discrete worlds collide through the misuse of powerful tech-
nology. When a terrorist uses a powerful psychotherapy machine called the
DC Mini to invade the collective unconscious, a giant parade featuring kitchen
appliances, the Statue of Liberty, the distinctive gates that mark the entrances
to Shinto shrines (torii), bodhisattvas, and the Seven Gods of Good Fortune
(Shichifukujin, an amalgamation of Indian, Chinese, and Japanese deities)
marches from the desert into the cosmopolitan center of Tokyo, wreaking
havoc along the way by ensnaring increasing numbers of innocent victims in
collective delusion. As pandemonium ensues, the terrorist proclaims that he
will “become the god of a new world,” using the dream machine to re-create
reality according to his liking. However, the protagonist—a woman capable
of skipping between dreams and reality through her dual persona of clinical
psychiatrist Chiba Atsuko and playful dream nymph Paprika—intervenes to
restore order. Kon’s film both depicts and relies on the unique capacity of
technology to cross the porous boundary between fantasy and reality. Like
the movie’s eponymous oneironaut, Kon invites his audience to tack back and
forth between dream and waking life, tracing the influence of each on the
other. In Paprika, imagination and reality become intertwined.”®

Segue

Relying on the imaginative processes of closure and compositing, manga and
anime function through the illusion of juxtaposed and superimposed static
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images as images in motion. This illusion makes these media particularly
appropriate for representing magic, apotheosis, transfiguration, enlighten-
ment, and other experiences or events that might be related to the imagi-
native qualities of religion. The willing suspension of disbelief inherent in
fiction and art—and thus integral to the imaginative participation in closure
on which the viewing of manga and anime is predicated—is, conversely, the
voluntary (if temporary) assumption of credulity. Readiness to participate in
a narrative through belief is common to both fiction and religion, as is the
readiness to interpret illustrated images as reality.”’

The particular power of these media to convey religious content and to
evoke religious responses is also tied to their artists’ ability to depict—and
therefore to elicit—emotion through illustration and to thereby surpass the
boundaries of spoken and written language. The visceral impact of pictures
can create affective responses in ways that printed text or spoken dialogue
alone cannot.”® Furthermore, because illustration is simultaneously removed
from and akin to empirical reality—because it both depicts and distorts—
mangaka and anime directors can imagine, exaggerate, and stretch the limits
of plausibility in the service of their storytelling. At the same time, text and
script play important roles in eliciting audiences’ affective and intellectual
responses to story content. The combination of static images with text or a
script and the calculated adjustment of the ratio of text or dialogue to each
particular image can heighten the emotional impact of specific scenes, and
particular lines of dialogue may resonate with certain readers, lingering in
memory long after the story ends.

Although they differ significantly from premodern media, manga and
anime inherit the legacy of vernacular illustrated fiction in Japan, much of
which has been historically related to religion. The retrospective that opened
this chapter suggests that producers of vernacular fiction have long found it
expedient to fulfill audiences’ desire for religious content, and it is important
to note that such content has been satirical or casual as often as it has been
devout. The popular success of products with themes related to magic and
miracles has also nurtured authors’ tendency to include religious content in
stories designed to entertain as well as in those designed to instruct or con-
vert. It remains to be seen, however, how the motives of authors and artists
influence content, and much more can (and should) be said about how audi-
ence members’ interests shape interpretation. These plural perspectives on
the visualization of religion through manga and anime are the subjects of
the next chapter.
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Recreating Religion

hen I traveled back to Japan on a research trip in 2009 after two years

away, two manga were prominently displayed in bookstores around
Tokyo and Kyoto. One of these was the third volume of Saint Young Men
(Seinto oniisan), a comical depiction of Jesus and Sakyamuni (the historical
Buddha) living as roommates in Tachikawa, a suburb west of Tokyo. The
other was On the Emperor (Tennoron) by Kobayashi Yoshinori, the cover of
which featured the prominent statement: “Even today, the emperor is pray-
ing for your sake.”” Both manga were clearly selling many copies. There were
diminishing stacks conveniently located by registers in many stores for last-
minute impulse buys, and whole shelves were devoted to these recent re-
leases in larger bookstores. Both could be reasonably described as religious in
content, since the former clearly dealt with historical figures who are revered
worldwide as the saintly founders of major religious traditions, while the lat-
ter highlighted the specifically religious role of Japan’s emperor. Yet there
were obvious differences in how the two portrayed that content—the former
was parodic while the latter was pious.

The purpose of this chapter is to parse such differences. Ecclesiastical
authorities may mobilize entertainment media as a way to capture audiences’
attention, while lay entertainers may borrow from the storehouse of religious
concepts and imagery to do the same. In both cases, the body of existing
religious vocabulary, iconography, and cosmology creates a fecund source of
entertaining narrative and visual material. As the examples of Saint Young
Men and On the Emperor suggest, however, there are significant differences
in how media producers render religious content. There is also marked varia-
tion in how audiences respond to that content.
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This chapter builds on some earlier studies that have classified religious
manga and anime according to differences in the extent to which the prod-
ucts demonstrate fidelity to religious doctrine or the degree to which the
author seems to have intended her product to be received religiously. Scholar
of religion Yamanaka Hiroshi, for example, divides “religious manga” (shitkyo
manga) into the categories “religious community manga,” “psychic and oc-
cult manga,” “religious vocabulary manga,” and “manga that acts as religious
text,” describing the content of the genre, the successes and failures of each
subgenre, and the liberties producers take in using religious content.? Yumi-
yama Tatsuya duplicates this approach, albeit with slightly different catego-
ries, in a short encyclopedic entry on anime and religion.*

However, this categorical approach to religious content easily avoids the
issue of how audiences perceive that content, whether they demonstrate in-
creased intellectual interest in religions after being exposed to it, or whether
they act in observably religious ways in response to it. While this chapter
follows Yamanaka’s pioneering study by focusing on the apparent motiva-
tions behind the creation of a particular work in light of thematic content
and style, it also describes the significant differences in audience reception
evident in fan discourse and ritual activity.”> While the categories I propose
are admittedly artificial ideal types, they serve the interpretive purpose of
apprehending significant differences in authorial rendition and audience re-
ception. After all, authors have minimal control over the reception of their
works, and audiences, not authors, are ultimately responsible for the canon-
ization or liturgical use of manga and anime material.

Perspectives

I plot manga and anime along a continuum ranging between aesthetic and
didactic types, which respectively focus on the “show” and “tell” of religion.
On the one hand, authors of aesthetic products use religious vocabulary and
imagery cosmetically. Their primary aim is to mobilize religious concepts,
characters, and images in the service of entertaining their audiences, al-
though their products can elicit increased intellectual interest in (and affec-
tive responses to) that content. They can also incidentally give rise to religious
sentiment or practice. Examples of such products include adventure stories
featuring sacerdotal or divine protagonists, ghost stories, and horror tales.
Authors of didactic products, on the other hand, use a pedagogical mode to
introduce audiences to information about religions or a hortatory mode to
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persuade and convert. These may include hagiographies, sectarian histories,
or conversion stories designed to introduce or reinforce specific cosmologi-
cal worldviews or soteriological aims. Although their primary aim may be to
instruct, they may successfully entertain audiences as well. Near the end of
the chapter I discuss a few products by authors who use a homiletic or para-
bolic narrative mode to fuse these aesthetic and didactic tendencies.

I also plot audience responses to manga and anime on a corresponding
continuum that ranges from a lower level of religious commitment (boredom
or temporary diversion with no lasting effect) to a higher level (belief, ritual
practice, or significant changes in lifestyle or behavior). Even if apparently
religious content is rendered in a pious mode, audiences may read it casually,
ignoring the sententious or sanctimonious aspects of a product initially de-
signed to inculcate a religious response. Fervency on the side of production
is not necessarily matched by fervent reception, and one side of the reception
continuum can thus be marked by apathetic response. Casual responses may
also be limited to increased familiarity with religious concepts and charac-
ters with no overt changes in lifestyle or behavior otherwise.

Conversely, some audiences respond to certain products—including
those with no particular religious message—with religious frames of mind.
Exhibiting affective connections to characters and intellectual fascination
with narrative content, some audience members interpret certain products
in light of their lessons for life. The stories, characters, and images in ques-
tion thereby become meaningful outside of their fictive universe, affecting
the ways in which audience members perceive their relationships to (and in)
empirical reality.

Authorial rendition therefore ranges from cosmetic use of religious vo-
cabulary and imagery, through parody, and ultimately to piety. Audience re-
ception ranges from apathy, through casual interest or passing familiarity,
to the creation of religious frames of mind. These continuums of authorial
rendition and audience reception form two lines of perspective that orient
my portrait of religious manga and anime culture, throwing its depth into
relief while illuminating its horizons.

Survey
Elucidating the religious aspects of manga and anime culture is potentially
illustrative of the general state of religion in contemporary Japan, but I do

not want to frame my informants as particularly pious. My survey of col-

59



Recreating Religion

lege students, for example, confirmed that most people are casually diverted,
not converted, by the majority of manga and anime. In June 2007, I visited
Tamagawa Gakuen University at the kind invitation of Nagashima Kay-ichi
and gave short lectures in two of his classes. Nagashima and I had arranged
ahead of time that I would be able to conclude each of my lectures with a
survey of his students regarding their attitudes towards manga, anime, and
religion.® I wanted to ascertain, first, if students’ attestations of religiosity
were indeed as low as earlier surveys conducted by others had suggested and,
second, to juxtapose students’ claims to religiosity or lack thereof with their
habits for reading manga and watching anime. While the survey instrument
was admittedly imperfectly designed (and the problem of the researcher in-
fluencing informants’ responses immediately apparent), it nevertheless pro-
vided some basic information about students’ attitudes towards religion and
the ways in which students’ use of manga and anime revealed the role of
these media as forms of vernacular religious entertainment.’

The results suggested that professions of religious belief were indeed low
(some students suggested, for example, that their families had some tenuous
connection with a religious institution, but that nobody in their immedi-
ate families was particularly devout).® However, students’ responses to the
second half of the survey suggested that many—but certainly not all—had
had significant exposure to manga and anime. More than half (55.1 per-
cent) of the survey respondents said that they had had inspiring, fulfilling,
or transcendent experiences reading manga or watching anime, and among
the products they named as examples were Miyazaki Hayao'’s oeuvre, Akira,
Dragonball, Nana, and Slam Dunk? Admittedly, the ambiguous phrasing of
the question leaves some question as to whether these reported experiences
were similar. It furthermore does not indicate how such inspiring experi-
ences may have sponsored changes in ritual practices or religious affiliation.
My personal interviews with individuals, conducted on other occasions,
turned out to be more revealing in that regard.!”

A small minority of my survey respondents—between 7 and 8 percent—
claimed that reading manga or watching anime contributed to their interest
in religion or in a specific deity or religious figure, and some of these people
named works like Neon Genesis Evangelion, On Yasukuni (Yasukuniron), and
Shaman King as examples.!! Considering the fact that few people admit to
interest in religion, however, I find it significant that many respondents—
nearly 75 percent—reacted positively to the idea of lay artists using religious
themes in their stories: 32.2 percent of respondents said such usage was “a
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good thing” (ii to omou), and 41.4 percent of respondents said that “given the
choice, I would say it’s a good thing” (dochira ka to ieba ii to omou). I interpret
these positive responses as affirmations of the appeal of religious information
outside of dogmatic contexts, particularly when contrasting these answers
with responses to the question about whether students thought that religious
groups should proselytize through manga: 47.1 percent said the prospect
made them somewhat or rather uncomfortable (warui to omou, dochira ka
to ieba warui to omou), and only 10.3 percent of the respondents believe that
such proselytizing was definitely a good thing (ii to omou).”> While a slim
majority took an accommodating stance on this issue, the fact that nearly
half found the prospect discomfiting is noteworthy.

Free responses to lectures I had given at the same institution a year prior
(June 2006) provided further insight into how individual students perceived
the relationship between manga, anime, religion, and their personal recre-
ational practices. Whereas one student enthusiastically wrote, “Through [Te-
zuka Osamu’s] Phoenix, I was able to learn about various ways of thinking
about religion,” another student in the same class wrote, “I have read Phoenix,
but I did not take anything religious out of it at all.”** Another student drew
connections to religious aspects of the work of contemporary novelists such
as Murakami Haruki and Murakami Ry(, and then concluded as follows:
“We are often told that in Japan the two [religions of] Buddhism and Shinto
are amalgamated, but to me the truly essential [the student used the English
word] thing that is deeply ingrained in Japanese people is a kind of nature
worship akin to animism, I think. I think that what especially illustrated that
[nature worship] was Miyazaki Hayao's [anime] Princess Mononoke.™*

Clearly, opinions were diverse, and these significant differences of opin-
ion and interpretation among the students on that occasion were mirrored
among my interviewees and survey respondents. Nevertheless, at the very
minimum many of the survey respondents acknowledged that they had be-
come familiar with religious concepts through the influence of manga and
anime.

Exposure
The proverb “Monzen no kozo narawanu kyo o yomu” literally means “The

child in front of the temple gate recites sutras without having been taught.” It
is used in contemporary Japan to refer to people picking things up by being
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in the right environment, and no longer has any particular religious associa-
tion. In the present discussion, however, it seems appropriate for describing
people’s casual absorption of religious terms from entertainment media.*®

For example, Hirafuji Kikuko has demonstrated that young Japanese
people who have experience with video games that deploy mythological con-
tent tend to have higher levels of familiarity with mythological terms (such
as deities’ names) than those who do not play such games. Yet these terms
are certainly not unadulterated. Hirafuji argues that makers of video games
create eclectic new “hyper-mythologies” that the game players absorb, con-
tributing to young people’s knowledge of traditional religious information
even as they change traditional mythologies for playful and pecuniary pur-
poses.'® As Hirafuji suggests, the same process occurs in the cases of manga
and anime."”

Although a certain degree of adulteration occurs when traditional con-
cepts are deployed in these media, casual uses of religious terminology and
imagery in manga and anime can teach new audiences old information. The
base of existing mythological and religious information, rich in characters,
concepts, and narrative structures that attract audiences, forms a palimpsest
on which new articulations of myths or their characters are inscribed and
reinscribed. This does not necessarily mean that audiences exhibit religious
behavior in response, but they may at the very least be introduced to hitherto
unfamiliar religious concepts.

Consider, for example, the following two passages. The first is an entry
from the Encyclopedia of Shinto, a peer-reviewed reference text produced by
the Institute for the Study of Japanese Culture and Classics at Kokugakuin
University describing a rather obscure element of Shinto doctrine: “Accord-
ing to Shinto doctrine, the spirit (reikon) of both kami [deities] and human
beings is made up of one spirit and four souls (ichirei shikon). The spirit is
called naobi, and the four souls are the turbulent (aramitama), the tranquil
(nigimitamay), the propitious (sakimitama) and the wondrous, miraculous, or
salubrious (kushimitama).”"® In contrast, the following passage taken from
a fan website (in English) of the manga and anime series Inuyasha indicates
how concepts removed from their original contexts can be shifted to match
authors’ and consumers’ desires even as they maintain religious information:

The reason this jewel is called the sheikon [probably a misreading of shikon,
or four souls] jewel is that sheikon means four souls and along time ago
there was a priestess battling all sorts of demons at once and she had the
power to purify demon souls rendering them harmless, but then one de-
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mon got its fang in her chest out of there came the jewel of four souls and
the names of the four souls are aramitama, nigimitama, kushimitama, and
sakimitama, aramitama was courage, nigimitama was friendship, kushimi-
tama was wisdom, and sakimitama was love, when combined as one soul
they are called nyobi and there is still a battle going on inside the jewel of
four souls.”

The transition of turbulent to courageous, tranquil to friendly, propitious
or felicitous to loving, and miraculous or salubrious to wise—as well as the
shifts in pronunciation and orthography—suggests a substantial difference
in the ways the audience of the Encyclopedia of Shinto and the audience of
Inuyasha understand these concepts. Yet whatever the motivations of the
producers or consumers of these manga and anime (profit, entertainment,
education, titillation), these terms seep into consumers’ consciousness.

[ am not saying, however, that traditional religions are thereby “pre-
served” in contemporary media that casually deploy religious content for
cosmetic purposes. Theological or mythic content may appear in media
without audiences paying much attention. Unless audience members expe-
rience significant changes in worldview thanks to the affective or intellec-
tual appeal of a given story, we cannot say that the content has had much
long-lasting effect. Furthermore, audiences may be introduced to potentially
misleading information. In Shirow Masamune’s manga Senjutsu chokokaku
orion (Orion), for example, a number of religious terms (e.g., Tendai, Susa-
noo) are deployed in a manner decidedly different from their original con-
texts.”® Being made familiar with this vocabulary through the manga is no
guarantee that readers understand these terms in the context of traditional
religion, while readers who are familiar with the terms might derive en-
joyment or displeasure from Shirow’s rather irreverent depiction of a sci-
ence fiction future in which religious spells are used in the same way that
people today use technological apparatuses. Orion thus serves as a fitting
introduction to the first major subgenre of religious manga and anime dis-
cussed here—products that deploy religious content for primarily cosmetic
purposes.

Show

On the aesthetic end of the rendition continuum, I include manga and anime
that use religious vocabulary and imagery for cosmetic purposes, and oc-
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cult products such as horror manga. Many of these products make playful
or irreverent use of religious cosmology or mythology without necessarily
displaying any commitment to a particular religion. While the casual de-
ployment of religious material for aesthetic purposes may seem cavalier, it
also comes at a price. The entertainment value of that material diminishes
in correlation to the amount of explication required for it to make sense, and
overly pedantic explications of doctrine or cosmology may discourage read-
ers from continuing to devote time and attention to a story.

However, there are compelling reasons to include religious themes in
adventure stories. For example, Hagazono Masaya writes in his afterword
to the fourth volume of his manga Dog God (Inugami) that his son’s encoun-
ter with a stray inspired him to write an adventure story about a boy and
his dog. To make this rather bland plot device exciting, Hagazono says he
included the “essence” of boys’ manga in the story. Although he does not
specify what he means by this statement, this “essence” seems to refer to the
canine protagonist’s magical abilities, the psychic abilities of a female love
interest who happens to be the daughter of a (similarly psychic) Shinto priest,
and an apocalyptic setting that allows for several scenes of violence and de-
struction.”! Hagazono’s implication is that he deployed these miraculous and
magical themes in order to heighten audience interest.

COSMETICALLY RELIGIOUS MANGA AND ANIME

One genre that enjoys a wide audience but that seems to have relatively low
levels of transformative experience uses religious vocabulary and imagery
without being explicitly pious or scriptural in orientation. These products
tend to casually use themes from various religious traditions, removing re-
ligions like Buddhism from their institutional and doctrinal contexts in the
service of adventure stories. They also may take sacrosanct religious charac-
ters as their protagonists. Several examples follow.

Saint Young Men

Saint Young Men, a manga by Nakamura Hikaru, began serialization in
Morning Two magazine in 2006; its first volume was published early in 2008.
The series traces the lives of Jesus and Buddha (that is, the historical Bud-
dha Sakyamuni) as they share an apartment in Tachikawa (a suburb west of
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Tokyo). The two have traveled there for an extended vacation from heaven
(tenkai) after successfully making it through the turn of the century.

The story is based on exaggerated caricatures of the canonical characters
of the two religious founders. Both are compassionate to a fault, are occa-
sionally dismayed when recognized in public by their devotees, and generally
just want to spend their time fitting in to contemporary Japanese society.
Both demonstrate extreme naiveté about everyday social situations, but at
the same time they enjoy twenty-first-century pleasures such as blogging. Of
course they have their differences: Buddha is parsimonious whereas Jesus is a
carefree shopaholic. Neighborhood children tease the former incessantly for
the knobby protuberance on his head, while the latter is regularly mistaken
for Johnny Depp. Their adventures in twenty-first-century Japan revolve
around reconciling their saintly tendencies with the minutiae of everyday life.

The appeal of the series derives from its irreverent deployment of these
two seemingly sacrosanct characters as protagonists, and is replete with
associated comic relief, visual gags, and puns. The first scene, for example,
shows Buddha lying on tatami mats in the apartment with a number of ani-
mals gathering around in a manner reminiscent of classic artistic depictions
of the Buddha'’s parinirvana, or deathbed scene (see Figure 2.1). The sem-
blance is shattered, however, when the dozing Buddha suddenly springs up
and chases the animals away, saying, “Scram!” (Hottoke!). Just then, Jesus
walks in the door with lunch from the convenience store, cracking a joke at
the irritable Buddha’s expense: “Especially because you're the Buddha?” (Ho-
toke na dake ni?).**

At the end of the first volume, the two agonize over and then succumb
to the temptation to shoulder the portable shrine (mikoshi) at a local Shinto
festival. Although it would be unseemly for either to be seen by their heav-
enly acquaintances in such a milieu, Jesus” devil-may-care attitude eventu-
ally leads both of them to participate energetically. Jesus even gets so carried
away that he begins chanting “Amen, A~men.” Afterward, the roommates
share a beer on the shrine steps under a shrine gate while watching fireworks,
an image that might shock or dismay those more pious than Nakamura and
her intended audience. The incorrigible author irreverently puns at the end
of the first volume much in the same way that she opened it. As the two dis-
cover that their prizes from the festival stalls were gimmicky imitations of
hand-held video games, she quips, “The two were enlightened as to the true
flavor of Japanese festivals” (Karera wa Nihon no matsuri no daigomi o shiru
no de atta).*®
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Figure 2.1. Animals mistake the Buddha's nap for his parinirvan.a in the opening scene of
Saint Young Men. © Hikaru Nakamura/Kodansha
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Garden

Garden, a manga of short, loosely related chapters by Furuya Usamaru, also
irreverently uses Christian imagery and content.** In one chapter entitled
“Angels’ Fellatio (Tenshi no felachio),” a beautiful young woman named Ma-
ria attempts to seduce a nervous and obviously virginal male acquaintance,
Yuda (Judas). Just as they are about to have sex, cherubs swoop down from
heaven and separate the two. Although the girl tries as hard as possible to
resist them, they fellate the boy, bringing him to orgasm and thereby render-
ing him catatonic. Thus thwarted, Maria ultimately has to resign herself to
her fate as the mother of God’s child. Although she has tried with twelve dif-
ferent boys (named Simon, Thomas, Matthew, and so forth), ultimately none
of them can resist the powerful “Fellatio Technique” (fera teku) of the angels.
The last scene shows her walking down a Japanese shopping street called
Nazareth Center Street as a ray of light from heaven enters her uterus.?

Buddha Zone

Another example is Takei Hiroyuki's Buddha Zone (Butsuzon).*® The cover
says, “When you see a Buddhist statue, think hero!” Senju, an avatar of the
bodhisattva Kannon (Skt. Avalokitesvara), is dispatched to Earth to look af-
ter Miroku (Skt. Maitreya) by “the king of the Buddhas,” Dainichi Nyorai
(Skt. Mahavairocana; see Figure L.1 on p. 4). The series incorporates numer-
ous figures from the Buddhist pantheon. Kannon is a popular bodhisattva
who is particularly associated with compassion in East Asian Buddhism.
Miroku is the future Buddha predicted to once again preach the dharma
under a dragon flower tree approximately 5.7 million years in the future.
Dainichi is the personification of the ubiquitous dharma-body, which forms
the ground from which all individual phenomena arise in some variants
of Mahayana Buddhist cosmology. Jizo (Skt. Ksitigarbha, a Buddhist deity
known for his assistance for people suffering in hells), the Seven Gods of
Good Fortune, and several other deities also have cameos.

In the manga, Senju and other deities appear on Earth in the guise of
Buddhist statues that can move around at will. Miroku is on Earth living as
an ordinary human girl, and Senju is on Earth to protect humans from injus-
tice while guiding Miroku towards enlightenment. Tension in the narrative
primarily comes through Senju’s battles with increasingly powerful foes, in-
cluding battles with beings such as warlike power-seeking deities (asura) and
other bodhisattvas such as Horse-head Kannon (Bato Kannon).
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Takei puts the Buddhist pantheon to work in his creation of an adventure
story, but there is little in Buddha Zone that is strictly doctrinally accurate,
and little indication that Takei intended the work to be a primer on Bud-
dhism. Nevertheless, he cannot assume that his audience is familiar with
Buddhism, and parts of the manga somewhat pedantically expound on Bud-
dhist cosmology and mythology (perhaps the reason for its cancellation by
the publisher after a short run of only three volumes).?” Although Buddha
Zone apparently had a committed fan base, and more than one thousand
people petitioned the publisher for its continuation, ultimately the publisher
seems to have decided that the series was too redolent of formal religion, and
canceled it.28

Death Note

Many products display references to religion that are less overt. In the ex-
ceptionally popular manga and anime Death Note, for example, a god of
death (shinigami) leaves in the phenomenal world a notebook that spells
death for anyone whose name is written therein.? Light, an incredibly in-
telligent and attractive teenager, finds the notebook and decides to use it to
rectify the world’s ills. Acting on his extremely strong sense of justice (his
father is a high-ranking police detective), Light sets about secretly using
the notebook to kill off criminals. Crime plummets worldwide as a result,
although as people come closer to discovering his identity, Light finds it
necessary to kill even innocent people who might stand in the way of his
mission. His nemesis, known only as “L,” is a socially awkward but similarly
brilliant teenaged detective who quickly determines that Light might be the
person known to the public only as “Killer” (Kira). In an ironic twist, the
two become friends and coworkers after a fashion, and both work diligently
to catch the mysterious murderer. Light is therefore hard-pressed to devise
ingenious ways to deflect Ls suspicion while appearing intent on tracking
down Killer.

Light’s motives, of course, are not entirely pure. Behind his magnani-
mous decision to rid the world of crime lies a self-aggrandizing desire to
make himself a god with his newfound power (see Figure 1.3 on p. 29).%
Indeed, through his manipulation of public opinion thanks to the capital
punishment of criminals and evildoers, Light achieves a sort of apotheosis.
Although he must keep his identity secret, Light enjoys the obsequious adu-
lation of people around the world eager to ingratiate themselves with the
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seemingly omnipotent and omniscient Killer. However, the power to com-
mand life and death comes at a price.

Characters Interacting with Deities

One of the appealing aspects of Death Note is the relationship of mutual
dependence that develops between Light and the god of death, Ryiku, who
cannot be seen by anybody who has not directly touched the “Death Note.”
There are many other examples of this type of product that features a char-
acter interacting with a deity who is either invisible to others or who mas-
querades as a human. Hikaru’s Go (Hikaru no go), for instance, is the story
of a young boy who touches an accursed Go board and is possessed by the
vengeful spirit of a Heian period Go master.3! With her help, he becomes an
increasingly powerful Go player. In Ak, My Goddess! (Aa, megamisamal), a
young man is inadvertently blessed with the continuous presence of a god-
dess named Belldandy in a sort of I Dream of Jeannie plot. Posing as an
exchange student, she magically fulfills his various wishes and helps him to
overcome any number of mundane problems while the two of them deal with
increasingly obvious sexual tension.®? In Deity Dolls (Kamisama doruzu),
siblings who have moved to Tokyo from the countryside have a family secret:
they are from a family of shrine officiants who can control “scarecrows” (ka-
kashi) that are actually large mechanical deities that protect them in danger-
ous situations.®® They of course immediately find themselves in a situation
in which the ability to wield these supernatural entities is necessary for the
protection of the innocent. The first volume of the manga includes a brief di-
dactic afterword that draws connections between the characters in the story
and terminology found in the Japanese myths of the Kojiki.3*

Apotheosis

Apotheosis is also a recurring trope. In the anime Serial Experiments: Lain,
for example, the eponymous protagonist gradually discovers that the bound-
aries between the collective unconscious and the global communication
network known as “The Wired” are dissolving, and she alone has the ability
to live in both the real and the online worlds.* Lain realizes that she has a
brash online alter ego whose audacious personality is diametrically opposed
to her everyday demure self. The embodied Lain gradually spends increasing
amounts of time logged on to the Wired world, trying to figure out how it is
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possible that she alone can be present in both places at once. Meanwhile, the
Wired Lain performs miraculous feats such as appearing in the sky above
Tokyo. A community of people who venerate her emerges, yet the embodied
Lain finds this discomfiting, and she feels increasingly estranged from her
family and friends in direct opposition to her increased online connectivity.

Late in the story a deceased computer programmer who has fashioned
himself as a god in the Wired informs Lain that she is “software”—a pro-
gram that does not need a body in the new world in which the Wired and
the collective unconscious have fused. Lain’s formidable powers derive from
her liminal state, however, and she obliterates this would-be deity who, lack-
ing a body, is capable of living only in the Wired. Despite this seeming tri-
umph, Lain decides that her newfound omnipresence and omniscience are
not worth her increasing ennui. Anxious about her ability to relate to others,
especially her schoolmate Arisu, and fearful that her online personality will
break the trust of her loved ones, Lain resigns herself to a lonely existence,
wandering as pure consciousness in the Wired.3

Apocalypse

Apocalyptic and postapocalyptic themes that may be related to religion are
also common.?” Exceptionally notable among the manga and anime with
apocalyptic themes is the famous televised anime Neon Genesis Evangelion,
which aired between 1995 and 1996 and featured an obscure plot that com-
pounded revelation on a postcataclysmic setting.?® In the story, teenagers
pilot gigantic robotic suits called Evas, defending Tokyo III against the peri-
odic incursions of “Angels” (shito). In a feature film conclusion to the series
entitled The End of Evangelion, the significance of the Kabbalistic imagery
and escalating angelic assaults is revealed—if impartially—in a dramatic de-
nouement that features a sudden covering of the Earth with millions of gi-
gantic crosses.®’ As Tada lori has observed, the compelling mystique of the
abstruse plot generated a flurry of fan commentary and exegesis, and seems
to have prompted some fans to seek out additional information about Kab-
balah, Christianity, and the Dead Sea Scrolls** All of these religious ideas,
traditions, and texts are referenced overtly or obliquely in the story, but ap-
parently they were included more for cosmetic effect than to impart any
particular religious message.*!

Many apocalyptic manga, such as Godsider Second, also include epi-
graphic quotations from the book of Revelation in the Christian Bible.*? The
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author’s foreword on the inner cover of that particular work is also indica-
tive of the motivations behind the casual usage of religious vocabulary and
imagery. It reads,

When a civilization shows itself to be at a dead end, it seems that people
demonstrate a tendency to escape into pointless acts as if they wanted to
forget such things.

Not doing things one dislikes. Locking oneself in one’s room. Delving
into a delusory world. It is certainly not a good thing, but to me these things
cannot help but seem inevitable.

If that is so, why not be soothed by idly (?) [sic] sinking into delusion?

At the end of the Edo period [that is, in the mid-nineteenth century],
monster and ghost stories were apparently exceptionally popular.

So today at this time near the end of postwar civilization, I think that
it might be fun, perhaps, to try to delve into a story of gods and demons.*®

For author Maki Koji, stories about supernatural entities set against an
apocalyptic backdrop are merely diversion, expedient ways to fulfill escapist
tendencies. (I explore apocalyptic settings more in Chapter 4.)

In general, manga and anime that cosmetically feature religious vocabu-
lary and imagery as narrative frames for a story walk a fine line between
cavalier (and therefore entertaining) use of religious themes and dogmatic
(and therefore potentially boring) explications of religious history or doc-
trine. Overall, most cosmetically religious manga and anime seem to prompt
experiences of diversion without promoting lasting religious conviction or
belief. Their portrayals of religious content are casual, although as the ex-
ample of Neon Genesis Evangelion suggests, compelling content can spark
intellectual interest in religions.

The foregoing discussion should make it clear that the cosmetic usage
of religious imagery should not necessarily be taken as an indication that
an author has a commitment to a specific religion. For example, reading the
scene in the manga and anime Tekkon Kinkreet that takes place at “Takara
Shrine” as somehow representing author Matsumoto Taiyou’s interest or
belief in Shintdé would be both inappropriate and misleading (see Figure
2.2). Although a visit to the shrine forms the setting for the scene, the char-
acters’ dialogue refers not to any constituent of the pantheon of Japanese
kami (deities), but rather to a single, omnipotent (yet fallible) creator—a
theology that is only uncomfortably reconciled with mainstream Shinto
doctrine.** Matsumoto (and director Michael Arias, following the author’s
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Figure 2.2. A shrine forms the background for a scene in Michael Arias” anime rendition of
Matsumoto Taiyou's manga Tekkon Kinkreet. © Michael Arias/Shogakukan, Aniplex, Asmik Ace,
Beyond C, DENTSU, TOKYO MX

lead) uses traditional religious imagery as a backdrop while subverting for-
mal doctrine.

OCCULT MANGA AND ANIME

Some manga and anime can be classified as occult, dealing with psychic
powers, ghosts, the afterlife, horror themes, and eerie phenomena. Their au-
thors may make overt references to existing religious traditions, but they of-
ten treat religious data as fungible, liberally using information from various
religions to create thrilling tales. Stories of the afterlife and spirit possession
often require some sort of exploration of religious views on the nature of the
soul, ghosts, vengeful spirits, heaven, and hell, even if the stories themselves
are not performed in a pious mode. Authors also may borrow mythological
characters in the service of adventure stories, such as Morohoshi Daijird’s
manga Dark Myth (Ankoku shinwa), or the rendition of the Rg Veda authored
by the CLAMP collective.*>

Occult products also frequently include critiques of “commonsense”
rational attitudes. These critiques are usually exemplified by protagonists’
verbal exchanges with foils who represent scientific skepticism and who are
thus ignorant of the truth regarding supernatural phenomena.*® Rhetorically,
therefore, occult products implicitly suggest that science alone is insufficient
for explaining the myriad mysteries of the universe.
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Vulgar Spirit Daydream

One example of a manga and anime in the occult genre is Vulgar Spirit Day-
dream (Teizokurei DAYDREAM), by Okuse Saki and Meguro Sankichi.*” In
the story, a teenage girl works as a spirit medium (kuchiyoseya) when not
working as a dominatrix at a sadomasochistic sex club in Tokyo. Her sha-
manic abilities help her to solve mysteries surrounding innocent people’s
deaths, and her personal daemon (an autonomous rope named Kinui that
wraps itself around her body, looking like a piece of her professional gear)
protects her in dangerous situations. With its protagonist regularly depicted
in all forms of undress or bondage gear, and with the repetition of various
themes regarding the undead, the series uses the perfect blend of sex, occult-
ism, mystery stories, and violence to capture its audience.

There is a long tradition of shamanistic practice in Japan and East Asia,
and a number of Japanese religions incorporate practices related to trance
and spirit possession. In Vulgar Spirit Daydream, however, spirit medium-
ship serves as a conduit for introducing eerie phenomena. The thrill of the
undead combines with sexual titillation and mystery, but the relationship
to religion remains casual. An episode may take place at a shrine, but there
is little indication that by using such a setting the authors are intentionally
making statements of any sort regarding Shinto per se or religion as such.
They are merely making use of the data at hand in the process of creating
entertaining stories.

Left Hand of God, Right Hand of the Devil

Another example is Umezu Kazuo’s manga Left Hand of God, Right Hand
of the Devil (Kami no hidarite, akuma no migite), a horror story about a
young boy who develops shocking powers after coming into contact with
a possessed pair of scissors found by his sister on a midnight adventure.*
His sister murders the family cat with the scissors and then begins vomiting
mud, children’s skeletons, and toys. Eventually the protagonist, So, realizes
that his sister has fallen victim to a curse: three decades before, a woman
had murdered several neighborhood children with the same rusty scissors.
Although he tries to convince his parents of this truth, their no-nonsense
attitudes prevent them from hearing him. His father, a doctor, is particularly
uninterested in his son’s fantastic explanations for the obviously supernatu-
ral events happening around them.
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Eventually overcome with lassitude after struggling to save his sister
from further injury, the boy falls into a deep sleep. In the ensuing dream, he
confronts the murderer and kills her and her disfigured son with his right
(devil) hand, then cures her victims (including his sister and the cat) with his
left. When he awakes he discovers that his dream was real. The first volume
ends with his family blithely indifferent to the horrific trauma they had just
experienced while the protagonist privately realizes that he has a special gift.

Ultraheaven

Ultraheaven, a short manga series by Koike Keiichi, is less popular than the
aforementioned works, but is worth mentioning because of the unique de-
mographic to which it is marketed.* In a near future world where drugs
have been fully decriminalized, humanity adjusts its moods through the use
of various chemical cocktails. Between highs and drug-induced sleep, people
wrestle with themselves existentially, and some even seek suicide through a
final “super high.” Featuring overwhelming, intense depictions of near-death
experiences and hallucinations, the manga is (as the store where I purchased
it crowed) “an exploration of the world of the spirit [seishin sekai]!”°

The existential brooding, combined with wordless depictions of inter-
nal landscapes, makes for a dark but compelling read. The second volume
shifts the focus from drugs to technologically induced hallucinations. The
protagonist, Cabu, and his female friend manage to discover a hidden re-
cording in the machine they are using to psychically link to one another.
Having reached the limits of the machine after a shared near-death experi-
ence, the two are invited to join a meditation center in order to learn how to
further manipulate their own—and others'—perceptions of reality.”! Resort-
ing largely to images alone for expression, Koike’s incredibly detailed work is
delightfully trippy, and its focus on hallucinogenic drugs as a tool for perceiv-
ing other dimensions puts it in the realm of the occult.

However, this particular series cannot be said to have a wide reader-
ship, and the store where I purchased the first two volumes is apparently
one of just a few that will actually carry the manga since it seems to glo-
rify drug abuse.>? Nevertheless, a cursory visit to a fan page on the popular
social networking website MIXI suggests that Koike’s series has a devoted
underground following; in late September 2011 there were 1,211 members
(about two hundred more than had existed two years prior, in July 2009).
Message board topics have included speculation about reasons for the slow
and sporadic serialization of the manga (some members wondered if Koike’s
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alleged drug use was a factor), as well as reflection on the most recent volume
(Volume 3, published in November 2009).>® Notably, one fan claiming to be
studying Indian philosophy and Buddhism at college highlighted what he or
she saw as a rise in the incidence of Buddhist imagery and vocabulary in the
third volume.>* The person concludes by saying “Man, it was really interest-
ing. Perhaps [the most interesting] since [Tezuka Osamu’s] Phoenix [Hi no
tori, on which more below].”

Although Ultraheaven is not widely distributed, occult products in gen-
eral are widely consumed, and may subtly influence people’s views on the na-
ture of ghosts and other dimensions. Dominated by the subgenre of horror,
occult manga and anime tend to have heavy doses of irrationalism, and serve
as sources of information about the supernatural, other dimensions, and ee-
rie phenomena, inviting casual interest associated with the thrill of horrific
or spooky content. However, although occult manga and anime frequently
draw on religions for narrative purposes, they rarely seem to invite strong
emotional responses of the sort that lead to heightened religiosity.

ROLE MODELS AND ROLE PLAYING

There are, however, examples of manga and anime that casually deploy reli-
gious content contributing to significant changes in individuals’ lifestyles, in-
cluding religious conversion or the decision to take some sort of religious ini-
tiation. Even without formal conversion, some stories serve as opportunities
for reflection on the best way to conduct a moral or fulfilling life. As my male
informant Sat6 Kenji mentioned to me in an interview, some manga can pro-
vide guidance on how to lead one’s life, or at least opportunities for reflection.
Sato mentioned that Inoue Takehiko’s long-running and widely read manga
Vagabond, the story of legendary swordsman Miyamoto Musashi, has served
such a function for him, a sentiment echoed by another male informant (Ku-
rosawa Shin, a friend of Satd’s).>

Manga and anime may also directly or indirectly influence some people
to join religious groups. Apparently some people who have read manga that
valorize the thaumaturgical abilities of Shingon priests have consequently
decided to take the tonsure based on the visions of esoteric Buddhism they
have absorbed from these works. In a 2003 roundtable discussion on the re-
ligiosity of anime, for example, editor of the Buddhist magazine Daihorin
Sasaki Ryatomo mentions that he knows several people who became Shin-
gon priests due to the influence of Peacock King (Kujakuoh), the story of a
priest who performs exorcisms and takes the side of humanity in grandi-
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ose battles against the demonic forces of evil.”” While his statement is an-
ecdotal and not corroborated with specific evidence, one Shingon priest and
manga enthusiast sheepishly confessed to me—without any prompting on
my part—that manga had influenced his decision to enter the priesthood,
saying, “I thought that if I studied esoteric Buddhism I could obtain super-
natural powers.”® This individual’s situation is rare since he was not born
into a family of priests (leadership of Japanese Buddhist temples is generally
conferred through patrilineal succession). Rather, he decided to become a
priest because—at least in part—manga had provided him with an idealized
image of Shingon priests as powerful wizards.

Even without formal conversion, some fans demonstrate ritual responses
to content that they perceive to be particularly entertaining or inspiring. The
vicarious experience of the manga or anime world achieves a new dimension
in cosupure (a Japanese abbreviation of the English phrase “costume play”:
cosplay) practice, in which fans temporarily don the personality of a favorite
manga or anime character through costuming and reenactment.>® While I
hesitate to say that cosplay is a specifically religious act (many cosplayers
would probably take affront at such an assertion), I do suggest that it is a
ritualized act through which fans get in touch with their favorite characters.
The process of mediating religion and sanctifying media includes instances
where gestures in fictional media become models for ritual activity.*°

One example of the intersection between fictional worlds and embod-
ied religious practice is an ema tablet found by a colleague at Meiji Jing(, a
famous shrine near the trendy Harajuku district of Tokyo.®* Ema are small
wooden tablets that can be purchased at shrines for a small fee. Shrine pa-
trons use them to write propitiatory messages to the kami, and also occasion-
ally to report on the outcomes of previous requests.®? The tablet my colleague
read and photographed stated simply, “Thank you, Sailor Moon.” The anony-
mous author of this tablet hung it at an established religious institution, but
the message of thanks is directed towards the eponymous protagonist of a
fictional manga and anime series rather than towards an enshrined deity.

In fact, Hikawa Jinja, a tiny shrine in Tokyo that is the model for a ho-
mophonous shrine (Hikawa Jinja) featured in the Sailor Moon series has be-
come the focus of fans’ religious devotion. Ishii Kenji reports that fans have
increased the number of religious visits to the shrine, which previously only
drew a few hundred worshippers during the New Year shrine-visiting season
(hatsumode). These new worshippers include male fans dressed as their fa-
vorite female protagonists, and fans have also taken to providing their own
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specialized Sailor Moon ema to record their petitions to the enshrined dei-
ties (see Figure 2.3).%

Describing a similar ritual response to fictional worlds, my informant
Sato Kenji recalled how the death of a major character during the serializa-
tion of Tomorrow’s Joe (Ashita no Jo) led distraught fans to hold an actual
funeral in his honor.** Onmyoji, a manga series by Okano Reiko based on a
historical novel by Yumemakura Baku, has spawned heightened interest in
Onmyodo (the Japanese term for Yin-yang divination and geomancy), es-
pecially among girls and young women.®> The popularity of the manga and
the two live-action films that followed it has led to increased visits to Seimei
Shrine (Kyoto) and other shrines associated with the historical thaumaturge
Abe no Seimei (the protagonist of the series).®® As Laura Miller has recently
indicated, this newfound popularity has spawned a proliferation of Onmydji
products, including ema and amulets associated with the series.®”

Some people also talk about a particular manga as having changed their
outlook on the world to the point of prompting ritual action. For example, in

Figure 2.3. An ema featuring a character from Sailor Moon. Photo taken by the author at Hikawa
Shrine (Tokyo), June 2010.
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a 2004 article on growing nationalistic sentiment among Japan’s youth, jour-
nalists Uchiyama Hiroki and Fukui Yohei document the case of a young man
who chose to worship at the controversial Yasukuni Shrine (where several
Class A war criminals along with thousands of other war dead are deified)
after reading Kobayashi Yoshinori’s manga, a response also exhibited by one
of my survey respondents.®® In these ways, the boundary between the fic-
tional world of manga and the real world of fans’ shared experience come to
overlap through ritualized activities such as shrine visits. It is precisely this
sort of ritualized, reverent response that didactic manga and anime aim to
elicit from their audiences.

Tell

As the following examples show, on the didactic end of the spectrum I place
products that serve as textbooks or primers on religious doctrine and history
through fictional and nonfictional approaches. I also include propaedeutic
manga and anime that are designed to elicit the interest of potential consumer-
adherents, propagandistic products designed to convert potential believers,
and catechistic or pedantic products designed to instruct current members of
a particular tradition. I furthermore include polemical products that aim to
inculcate in their audiences a certain attitude (including skepticism) towards
specific religions. I also describe products that are designed to engender an-
tisecular attitudes such as religious nationalism in their audiences.

TEXTBOOKS

This category, almost always printed as manga rather than produced as an-
ime, deals with religion from a perspective similar to that of the academic
study of religion. Manga textbooks that take religion as their subject intro-
duce their audiences to religious history and doctrine in an accessible format.
These products tend to be found in the religion section of bookstores and are
generally not shelved alongside fictional manga. For example, some manga
describe the historical reasons for the differences between the various Bud-
dhist sects in an irenic mode, providing in-depth descriptions of the history
and doctrine of each individual sect. Audience responses to these works are
presumably primarily intellectual (that is, the audience members use manga
to study about religion), but certainly some of these works might invite or
deepen faith or lead to more fervent ritual practice.

78



Recreating Religion

One example is the primer Japanese Buddhism and Its Founders (Nihon
no Bukkyo to kaisotachi).®® The book begins with a short chapter entitled
“Common [or Basic] Knowledge about Buddhism in Fifteen Minutes,” and
then launches into seven chapters: “The Tendai Sect and Saicho,” “The Shin-
gon Sect and Kuakai,” “The Jodo (Pure Land) Sect and Honen,” “The Jodo
Shin (True Pure Land) Sect and Shinran,” “The Rinzai Sect and Yosai (or
Eisai),” “The Soto Sect and Dogen,” and “The Nichren Sect and Nichiren.” As
may be expected from these titles, each story is fairly formulaic, repeating
the details of each founder’s life as historical fiction. Although the technical
execution of the artwork is sufficient for the didactic purposes of the nar-
rative, it lacks variety in the types of transitions used between panels, and
many of the panels are merely the texts of founders’ letters or other writings
reproduced as if they were calligraphy. There is little in the text that seems
capable of appealing to an audience on aesthetic grounds alone, and its in-
tended audience is clearly curious enough about Buddhism to seek out such
a text in a bookstore.

In contrast, Mizuki Shigeru’s Biographies of Mystics (Shinpika retsuden),
while not his most famous work, presumably enjoys more popularity because
of the author’s fame as a creator of occult manga such as Creepy Kitaro. In
addition to tracing the biographies of historical figures, Mizuki also seems
interested in encouraging casual belief in supernatural phenomena. In an
explanatory afterword, for example, he explains that, while he has always
had an interest in mystical subjects, with age he has come to believe in such
mystical subjects to a certain degree, and definitely more than before.”

PROPAEDEUTIC MANGA AND ANIME

Some products are designed to introduce audiences to religious informa-
tion as a way of educing curiosity and, presumably, greater commitment in
practice or belief. Among these manga, some products demonstrate more
commitment to the artistic license inherent in historical fiction than others.
For example, Buddhist commentator Yamaori Tetsuo authored the text of a
manga about Jodo Shinsht founder Shinran (drawn by Baron Yoshimoto).”!
In the introduction to that text, Yamaori admits that there is little that can
be known about Shinran’s early life, and that his depiction is a fabrication.”
Nevertheless, like earlier popular renditions of Shinran’s life such as the
early twentieth-century play and novel 7The Renunciant and His Disciples
(Shukke to sono deshi), Shinran exposes a new audience to the unabashedly
embellished hagiography of the venerable founder.”
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Bodhisattva Stars in Hiro Sachiya’s Comic Universe

Likewise, Hiro Sachiya, a prolific author on Buddhism, has also produced a
manga series on various bodhisattvas.”* As Michael Pye and Katja Triplett
have argued, each book in the series serves as a self-help guide for its audi-
ence.””> Using stereotyped protagonists undergoing everyday problems, the
108 volumes in the series demonstrate to their readership that there are valid
reasons to incorporate Buddhism into daily life. Doing so, they presum-
ably hope to counteract the “dark” image many people have of Buddhism.”®
While it is unclear to what extent the manga are effective in this endeavor,
the sheer number of volumes suggests that the publisher saw a market value
in the subject matter.

One example of Hiro Sachiya’s manga is Bodhisattva Miroku: The Bud-
dha of the Future (Miroku Bosatsu: Mirai no hotoke). At the beginning of the
story, protagonist Shohei discovers that he has failed the entrance examina-
tions for elite universities for the third year in a row. Dejected and forlorn,
he contemplates suicide as a way of evading the harsh criticism of his family
members, who have all successfully matriculated at or graduated from top
schools. Unable to go through with the suicide, Shohei stumbles along the
street dejected, runs afoul of some gangsters, and ultimately runs away to
hide in a park, where a young nurse in training listens to his sob story. Fed
up with his self-pity, she slaps him and scolds him for being so selfish.

Wallowing after this shameful incident, Shohei spends some of the last
of his money on alcohol, and as he drinks away his sorrows on a swing in
the chilly park, the bodhisattva Miroku (Skt. Maitreya) suddenly appears.
Miroku lectures Shohei over the course of several chapters on his (Miroku’s)
role in guaranteeing salvation for all living beings several millions of years
in the future. Shohei is skeptical, then gradually convinced, of the salvific
power of Miroku’s ongoing discipline (shugyo) in the Tosotsu (Skt. Tusita)
Heaven. Suddenly returned to reality, Shohei accepts his lot as part of natu-
ral human suffering. He finds comfort in the fact that his experiences of the
trials and tribulations of daily life are mirrored by Miroku, concurrently un-
dergoing various austerities and acts of compassionate contemplation (kan)
in Tosotsu Heaven. Shohei swallows his pride and borrows money from his
older brother so that he can return home to face his parents. Although his
mundane problems have not been entirely solved, his encounter with Miroku
gives him a new outlook and the courage to do what is right.

As Pye and Triplett’s chapter suggests, Hiro Sachiya’s stories are rather
formulaic. They are designed to make Buddhism palatable to a broad audi-
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ence, but they, too, are found in the religion section of large bookstores. In
this sense, these works are preaching to the converted, for it is only by going
out of one’s way to seek out knowledge about Buddhism specifically that one
might encounter these manga. The casual consumer browsing the shelves of
the manga section of a store would almost certainly never encounter these
titles.

SELLING SECTS

Various established denominations have recognized the instructional and
inspirational power of manga and anime, and have accordingly created
manga and anime hagiographies and other renditions of scripture. However,
this kind of manga and anime, with its doctrinal focus, tends to be senten-
tious.”” The artists who are commissioned to produce the work may not be
particularly inspired by the material, resulting in lackluster products. Fur-
thermore, in some cases doctrinal restrictions lead to an inability to create
products that are exciting to watch or read.”® As a result, manga and anime
created by religious institutions can have difficulty capturing broad audi-
ences. Many of the manga featured in Kitahara Naohiko’s book Manga That
Are Not in Bookstores (Hon’ya ni wa nai manga), for example, are those cre-
ated by (more precisely, commissioned by and created for) religious groups.”
The book devotes one chapter to “religious manga” in general, another chap-
ter to manga created by the group Cosmomate (Worldmate), and a section of
another chapter to apologetic manga published by Soka Gakkai, a lay religion
in the Nichiren Buddhist tradition.

Despite these obvious problems, many religious groups have commis-
sioned manga and anime in order to reach a broader audience, especially the
young. Clearly these products represent the considerable effort on the part
of these religions to reach young readers, although there is often a vast gulf
between their didactic content and the relatively entertaining products that
line bookstore shelves. For example, the afterword to a manga about Saicho
that [ found displayed next to apotropaic amulets in the Yokawa area of Mt.
Hiei (the headquarters of the Tendai Sect) in 2009 includes the following
statement:

This year [1979] marks exactly 1200 years since Dengyo Daishi Saiché took
the precepts [tokudo] at the young age of fourteen and became an official
priest. To commemorate these 1200 years, various anniversary events
such as the building of the Todéin [Eastern Pagoda Hall], the copying of
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1,000 copies of the Lotus Sutra, and the revival of the administration of the
Mahayana bodhisattva precepts are taking place. As one of those anniver-
sary events, in honor of the young Saicho taking the tonsure, it came to be
planned that Dengyd Daishi [Saichd's] life would be created in gekiga [i.e.,
manga] format in a manner easily understandable and easily acceptable by
the youth of today, and thanks to the cooperation of various parties, we
were able to see its completion and publication.

It is my sincere and ongoing hope that through these pictures even
one more person might encounter Dengyé Daishi Saichd’s estimable merit.
(1 March 1979, Mt. Hiei Enryaku-ji, Honda Gensho)®

Unfortunately for the author of this text, despite the manga’s long print
run, its narrative and aesthetic appeal seems rather limited. Competing with
mass-marketed products aimed specifically at the mercurial interests of tar-
get demographics, this single volume has remained unchanged for thirty
years. It is also highly unlikely that it would be found anyplace but Tendai
temples and a few specialty bookstores. As a strategy for gaining new con-
verts, then, the manga Dengyo Daishi cannot be deemed a success. It is far
too overtly pious to attract the serious attention of people without preexist-
ing commitments to Tendai such as faith or academic interest.

The Laws of Eternity

Buddhist sects boasting historical longevity and a corresponding degree of
clout have turned to manga to gain new converts, but the groups that have
been most proactive in creating manga and anime have been groups that
developed in the 1970s and since that decade, many of which exhibit con-
siderable doctrinal eclecticism.®! One notable example is Kofuku no Kagaku,
which has produced numerous volumes of manga and anime explicating the
group’s doctrine. These include an anime film called The Laws of Eternity
(Eien no ho), which debuted in Japan under heavy media promotion in 2006
and used the highest standards of production and famous voice actors. In
the story, Rydta, Yiko, Roberto, and Patrick receive a mysterious message
through a spirit medium from the spirit of Thomas Edison. They then build
a “spirit phone” to contact the world of the spirits (reikai) and embark on an
adventure through several dimensions. They tour through various heavens
(where they meet Edison and Helen Keller, among others) and hells where
Nietzsche and Hitler reside. The movie explains Kofuku no Kagaku cosmol-
ogy and moralizes as Rytta and the others discover the “truth” of the exis-
tence of the spirit world and reincarnation (see Figure 1.2 on p. 53).
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The movie includes Ryata’s heroic battles with the forces of evil, Yuko’s
unwavering devotion to Ryata, and Roberto and Patrick as foils for the two.3?
Patrick plays the role of the scientific skeptic who is gradually persuaded that
the “spirit world” exists; Roberto’s bumbling enthusiasm and attachment to
success highlight his spiritual immaturity. Eventually the jealousy these two
harbor for Ryata and Ytko lands them in hell. After Ryata and Yuko he-
roically save their blundering companions, they travel to the ninth dimen-
sion and realize that they are “soulmates” who have been bonded throughout
generations, from the lost continent of Atlantis to the present. Notably, the
version that I picked up at Kofuku no Kagaku headquarters in Honolulu in
2008 included a booklet with the complete script of the film, presumably so
that viewers can read along (in Japanese, anyway) with the characters as they
make their discoveries about the spirit world.

It is difficult to determine the extent to which films such as The Laws
of Eternity have contributed to the popularity or growth in membership of
Kofuku no Kagaku domestically or abroad. Like other didactic films, The
Laws of Eternity waxes pedantic, and it may therefore invite boredom or apa-
thy as easily as curiosity or belief. The usage of the anime medium alone is
not a guarantee of narrative success, nor will the creation of anime neces-
sarily attract new adherents to a religion. Nevertheless, the superb techni-
cal execution of this film reflects the group’s investment in the film and its
message. Since it first turned to the production of manga in 1992, nearly 20
percent of the group’s prodigious publications have been manga or anime,
although it is difficult to determine whether this has contributed to growing
membership in the group or increased public sympathy for its teachings.®®

POLEMICAL MANGA AND ANIME

Some manga blend stories about fictive or actual religious groups with social
commentary, including satire and critique. Since the Aum Shinriky6 sarin
gas attacks in 1995, when religion as a social problem came to the fore in
popular thought, many quite interesting works have been published dealing
with the problem of marginal religious groups and violence. While the criti-
cism leveled at religion or religions varies, these manga share the quality of
arguing forcefully for taking negative stances vis-a-vis specific religions and
their adherents. Several of these fictional manga are the subject of Chapter 4,
so I will mention just a few brief examples here.

Matsumoto Taiyou’s manga Tekkon Kinkreet (made into an anime by di-
rector Michael Arias), for example, tacitly shows (that is, through image more
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than through actual dialogue) that the local mob boss runs his operation
from the offices of the “Great Spirit Association” (Daiseishinkai), an obvious
front.®* Here the commentary on religion is oblique but palpable. If religions
are not fraudulent organizations headed by charlatans, criminals shrewdly
use their tax-exempt status and legal immunity for personal benefit. Some
manga also include passing references to avaricious Buddhist priests, rein-
forcing a common stereotype that has been present in vernacular literature
for centuries. As one example, there is a scene early in Urasawa Naoki’s 20th
Century Boys in which a gluttonous priest draws the ire of protagonist Kenji
as he gorges himself on food and alcohol after giving a perfunctory memorial
service for an exorbitant fee.®

Nonfiction manga that are highly critical of religions also exist. Famed
mangaka Kobayashi Yoshinori sharply critiqued the intellectuals who de-
fended Aum Shinrikyd’s rights in the months following the sarin gas attack.
Mocking the group through caricature and parodying Aum’s own manga,
Kobayashi portrays himself as a bearded guru engaged in sophomoric So-
cratic dialogue with disciples who serve as obvious foils for his opinions. He
takes a utilitarian stance on the problems presented by Aum’s terror—it does
not matter what the legal ramifications are—for the time being Aum’s rights
must be suppressed for the good of Japanese society as a whole. Kobayashi
criticizes the “Aum-ish” intellectuals who ignore popular opinion in favor of
asserting lofty ideals about religions’ rights to legal protection, caustically
dismissing such attitudes as elitist and contrary to common sense.

RELIGIOUSLY NATIONALISTIC MANGA

This does not mean that all of Kobayashi’s manga are necessarily antipa-
thetic to religion. Kobayashi was raised in a Buddhist temple, and in many
of his manga he has advocated religious stances, arguing for the importance
of venerating (sanpai) Japan’s war dead at the controversial Yasukuni Shrine
and emphasizing the specifically religious role of the emperor. On War
(Sensoron) strongly asserts parity in the guilt of the various combatants in
World War II and defends the Japanese mission to “liberate Asia” (from co-
lonialist Western powers, a euphemism for Japan’s own project of coloniza-
tion) while emphasizing the pure selflessness of the soldiers who fought for
the empire based on the assumption that they would be enshrined as gods
at Yasukuni.¥” The aforementioned On Yasukuni especially argues for Japa-
nese citizens’ right and duty to visit that controversial shrine.®® Finally, On
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the Emperor (2009), mentioned at the opening of this chapter, is Kobayashi’s
recent attempt to encourage attitudes of piety and reverence toward the im-
perial line.

Kobayashi makes full use of manga stylistic conventions to promote
sympathy with his views. Depicting himself in the foreground of the frame
with trademark spikes of hair floating above his forehead like antennae, he
shows that he is reasonable, contemplative, and frequently exasperated by
the fatuousness and mendacity he sees around him. He makes his arguments
by taking a piece of commonsense knowledge and saying that he “used to
think that way,” then describes his change of heart, progressing to the end
of each chapter where he exclaims his newfound revelations about the prob-
lems in Japanese society. Naturally, Kobayashi’s antagonists are depicted in a
less flattering fashion.

In the first chapter of On the Emperor, for example, Kobayashi complains
about people’s ignorant, unthinking reverence for the emperor. However, he
explains that what he finds even more exasperating is the obvious indiffer-
ence that many people feel towards the emperor and empress. He is not to-
tally unsympathetic—Kobayashi himself has only recently realized that all
Japanese people are religiously connected to the emperor, whether they ad-
mit it or not. Although many people say that Japanese religiosity is meager
if not lacking, at the time of the New Year, for example, almost all Japanese
households celebrate the calendrical and seasonal change in a ritual manner.
In fact, Kobayashi asserts, all of these rituals associated with the New Year
are Shinto religious rituals. Although they conduct these rituals almost un-
consciously, Japanese people must have an extremely religious nature after
all, he decides.

In the past, Kobayashi continues, Japanese people believed in “animism,”
the idea that there is a spirit in all things. Thus, when a person dies, his spirit
goes to another realm, and after a set time has passed the person’s indi-
viduality disappears, and the person becomes a part of the large collective
known as “the ancestors” (sorei). In spring these ancestors become deities
of the fields (ta no kami), and in autumn they return to the mountains and
become mountain deities, and all the while they continue looking after their
descendants. Furthermore, at the New Year they enter people’s homes and
promise to ensure a good harvest and good health for the family. The vari-
ous customs and rituals that Japanese people perform at the turn of the year
(such as year-end cleaning) are all tied to this ancient religion. What is more,
the highest authority that oversees this religion that resides in all Japanese
people is precisely the emperor!®
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This synopsis of a few pages of a chapter of the text should be sufficient
to give a sense of Kobayashi’s rhetoric. Although I do not have sufficient evi-
dence to gauge the audience response to On the Emperor, | suspect that—like
Kobayashi’s earlier publications—it may be successful in sponsoring some
changes in outlook or behavior in his audience. As a public intellectual, Ko-
bayashi’s oeuvre has had a demonstrable impact on discourse about Yasu-
kuni Shrine and Japanese history. Although scholars with more centrist or
liberal political views disagree with Kobayashi on several points, they have
granted his work a certain degree of legitimacy by responding to it critically
rather than ignoring it. No doubt this is because Kobayashi has obviously
been successful at captivating readers’ attention—his manga have sold well
despite (or more likely, because of) their controversial content.

Kobayashi sees his work as providing Japanese people with a moral basis
for living in a morally vacuous society, and he seems to have been successful
in sponsoring certain moral dispositions and eliciting religious behavior.”
As mentioned above, some of his readers have decided to worship at Ya-
sukuni after reading his work, and one of my survey respondents claimed
to have developed interest in religion due to his influence. Another friend
mentioned in casual conversation that he considers himself politically con-
servative in part due to Kobayashi’s influence, saying that he sees Kobayas-
hi’s work as a good corrective to the leftist tendencies that have pervaded the
Japanese educational system for the past several decades.”!

God Hand

Not all religiously nationalistic manga are as commercially successful, how-
ever. N0jo Jun'ichi’s obscure manga God Hand is the story of a boy named
Jin (written with the same character as that used for a deity, or kami), who
effects a drastic political change in Japan through a mysterious charisma
that derives in part from the supernatural powers he wields with his right
hand. At the end of the series, although protagonist Jin has disappeared,
his loyal followers have created a new militaristic political order in Japan,
guaranteeing Japanese military autonomy by removing Japan from under
the United States’ umbrella. Each volume bears a swastika on the cover and
includes detailed information about Hitler in an afterword, and Jin’s raised
right hand is eerily reminiscent of the Nazi salute.

Nojo's motives in writing the manga are not at all clear, and the manga
seems to have had limited commercial success.”® Although I did find a fan
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site designed for those who “take N6jo Jun'ichi’s works as their Bible,” the
site manager indicated that No6jo's work is generally unknown. The site,
which was started in 2001 (ten years after the completion of God Hand),
had not been updated since 2004, and by the summer of 2011 the site had
been discontinued entirely.”® Thus, although N6jo's work carries disturbing
implications about the author’s reverence for Nazis or his celebration of fas-
cist modes of governance, there is no indication that his message has been
widely received, let alone accepted at face value. Indeed, the fan site’s listing
of N6jo's works indicates that many were out of print as of 2004; some can-
not even be found in used bookstores.”*

Nojo can be profitably contrasted with Kobayashi, because while both
can be said to have drawn religiously nationalistic manga, the former’s work
languished in obscurity and its political message may have been too radical
to be palatable to many readers. Rhetorically it is opaque, leaving readers
unclear as to whether N06jo is a Nazi sympathizer, a militant nationalist, or
simply an artist who happened to use stark imagery to create his story. Ko-
bayashi, by contrast, is quite clear in his rhetoric, and—given his commercial
success and his status as a public intellectual—more persuasive. Although a
tiny minority of people may have taken Nojo's work as their “Bible” (and it is
unclear what this phrasing means), some of Kobayashi’s readers have actually
acted on his exhortations to visit Yasukuni Shrine to pray for the war dead.*

Homilies and Parables

Finally, some products strike a middle position between didactic and aes-
thetic stances by using the parabolic mode to relate moral and religious posi-
tions through easily accessible language and allegory. In addition to inculcat-
ing faith or at least inviting casual interest in religion, apparently religious
content also can be used rhetorically in the support of moral causes such as
environmental preservation. Manga and anime may also reflect an author’s
reflections on the nature of the soul, the afterlife, or the cosmos in a way de-
signed to encourage reflection but not necessarily conversion.

POM POKO

In director Takahata Isao’s anime Pom Poko (Heisei tanuki gassen ponpoko),
a group of raccoon-dogs (tanuki, a mammalian species endemic to East

87



Recreating Religion

Asia) band together to fight against humans’ encroachment on their beloved
mountain, which is being bulldozed in preparation for a new housing devel-
opment on the outskirts of Tokyo.”® Like foxes, tanuki are famed in Japanese
folklore for their abilities in transformation and illusion; through a variety of
magical feats they manage to disturb, but not stop, the development. Even-
tually they stage a massive demonstration of magical power with the help
of tanuki priests that they have brought in from various far-flung parts of
Japan, but even this is not enough to stop the building.”” Faced with no real
alternatives, the tanuki must eventually decide to blend into human society
using their shape-shifting ability, or to make a living as wild animals in the
city, foraging on human refuse.

In the film, religious imagery is regularly deployed in conjunction with
the older tanuki protectors of the mountain (see Figure 1.1 on p. 37). The
oldest tanuki dress in priests’ robes and strategize for the magical campaign
in a deserted mountain temple called Manpuku-ji. This overtly religious im-
agery, representing a pristine (if endangered) nature, is contrasted with the
inexorable voraciousness of the bulldozers and steam shovels that progres-
sively level the mountain, and the sterile housing developments that spring
up in their wake. Furthermore, the humans who witness the magical display
are blasé. Deciding the parading tanuki must be performing for some kind
of commercial promotion, they return to their uniform high-rise apartment
dwellings, mildly perplexed at its vividness but too reasonable, in most cases,
to recognize it as a genuine miracle.

While Takahata’s film does not use the hortatory mode to encourage in-
creased religiosity per se, he subtly links religious reverence with an attitude
of respect for nature. He condemns the wanton destruction of beautiful nat-
ural habitats through the experiences of his tanuki protagonists without be-
ing excessively polemical. Nevertheless, to ensure that his audience receives
his intended message, at the very end of the film Takahata has one tanuki
turn to the camera to encourage the audience to preserve natural spaces for
the benefit of animals.

PHOENIX

Another homiletic product is Tezuka Osamu’s manga Phoenix (Hi no tori).*®
A sprawling masterpiece spanning millennia, Phoenix uses the theme of the
human quest for immortality to present a compound philosophical and cos-
mological picture of the interconnectedness of organisms, karmic cause and

88



Recreating Religion

effect, and a corresponding cyclical view of history. The work balances skep-
ticism towards established religious institutions with presentations of reli-
gious ideas as solutions to the perennial problems of life and death. For ex-
ample, although Tezuka criticizes the institutional aspects of Buddhism, his
portrayal of Mahayana Buddhist concepts such as an immanent life-source
from which all life emerges is sympathetic. He furthermore draws heavily
on both Buddhist and Shinté mythology in the story, while at the same time
putting the science fiction genre to work in describing the history of future
human civilizations.

Phoenix is the story of an immortal bird that watches the development
of human and other civilizations over eons. The bird is divine, in a sense—
she has the ability to give life and take it, and she can communicate with
people telepathically. Tezuka’s story depicts human foolishness and wisdom
throughout history, from the most ancient times to the farthest future, in a
cyclical view of existence that relies heavily on the concept of reincarnation.
Certain characters appear time and again in different epochs, identifiable
by their facial features even if their costume and demeanor changes signif-
icantly. Tezuka’s presentation of reincarnation is predicated on the notion
that underlying and manifesting the entire universe is a fundamental life
force (called cosmozon, and written uchii seimei, literally, “universal life”) to
which people return when they die and from which all life springs. The Phoe-
nix herself is actually a sort of eternal manifestation of this life force, capable
of traveling between stars and between the dimensions of atoms and quarks
to galaxies and universes.

The humans in Phoenix are complex characters who often have narrow,
self-serving perspectives (many of them seek to kill the Phoenix and drink
her blood in order to gain immortality). However, these selfish individuals
play significant roles in light of the grander scheme that Tezuka draws. He is
ultimately concerned with the problems of life and death faced by all humans,
and, in his own words, the underlying theme of the work is a reverence for
life.”” Some of his characters appear time and again in different incarnations
throughout human history; the most ancient of these are stand-ins for the
kami and divine humans of the Kojiki mythology and the Nihon shoki myth-
ological history (Amaterasu, Izanagi, Sarutahiko, Himiko). On the other end
of the historical scale, Tezuka uses the science fiction genre to write a sort
of “future history” by allowing his characters to deal with the limits of sci-
ence and technology and the meaning of being human in a technologically
advanced civilization.
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In his autobiography, Tezuka explains his mission to express his rever-
ence for life. Writing about the impetus for Phoenix and other works that
hold this theme in common, he states,

[When I saw that person die I wondered] if death might not be something
that surpasses the pain we imagine in our heads. There might be some sort
of huge life force, and the thing that resides in the fleshly bodies known as
humans is just a tiny part of that, nothing more than an infinitesimal span
of time. Call it a soul or whatever, when this life entity leaves the human
body doesn't it go someplace? Does it begin a new life? I really thought
about it at that time. I don’t know if it’s correct or not. However, from then
on I felt the mystical nature oflife directly, more than before. And from that
point on especially [ came to draw manga that dealt with [this] life force.1%

Phoenix thus reflects Tezuka’s philosophy and pedagogical intent. One
interviewee mentioned that Phoenix did not initially appeal to him in his
adolescence, but that when he rediscovered it in his early adulthood he found
that the manga held many worthwhile lessons for him, including Tezuka’s
statement (delivered through the mouth of the Phoenix) near the end of the
series that all religions are essentially oriented towards the same goals.'! The
religiosity of Phoenix has also been the subject of some academic attention.%*

Due to his ability to create such inspiring stories, Tezuka has been re-
vered as the “god of manga” both in life and posthumously. The canonization
of works like Phoenix, however, remains at the level of critical acclaim. To my
knowledge it has not been included in the scriptural or liturgical canon of
any religious group, although commentator Kageyama Tamio, a prominent
member of Kofuku no Kagaku, called Tezuka a “bodhisattva” in his com-
mentary on one of the volumes.!”® However, some Buddhist groups have ap-
parently semiofficially canonized another of Tezuka’s works (Buddha), mak-
ing the manga available to their parishioners. One of my interviewees, for
example, mentioned that the temple to which her family belonged kept cop-
ies of the manga around, and that this was her introduction to Tezuka’s work
as a child.1

The Tezuka estate has also published a volume entitled The Buddha of
Tezuka Osamu: Words of Salvation (Tezuka Osamu no “‘Budda’ Sukuwareru
kotoba).!% The book cites short scenes from the series and accompanies them
with platitudinous exposition. For example, one page includes the follow-
ing quote from the final volume of Buddha: “God . .. Did I say God!? I got
it! Yeah, just now, I got it! Precisely within human beings’ hearts . .. God is
there ... God is residing right in there!!”% This is accompanied by an ex-
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pository phrase in smaller font: “Everybody has his own personalized god in
his heart. If he lives life to the fullest, that god will always help him.”%” The
facing page includes an appropriate scene from the manga and an expository
paragraph. Here, Tezuka’s work is treated as a sacred text in its own right,
since citation of scripture accompanied with exposition is a feature of a great
deal of religious writing worldwide. Indeed, the subtitle (“Words of Salva-
tion”) suggests that Tezuka’s work boasts soteriological efficacy similar to
that of Buddhist sutras.

Canonization

There is historical precedent for popular fiction leading to the creation of
new forms of religious belief and practice. When they are particularly emo-
tively and rhetorically effective (attracting and inspiring a wide audience), or
as they gradually acquire the mystique and charisma of hoary tradition over
time (impressing themselves upon younger generations), popular literature,
drama, and film move from their position as “mere pop” to “high culture.”%
Along the way, the characters and themes within these works come to take
on a life of their own, sometimes becoming objects of devotion or models to
be emulated. There is, in other words, most definitely a reason why certain
films and books are called “cult classics.”

As fans gather around works that they find particularly appealing or
inspiring, they may make reading these manga or watching these anime a
ritualized endeavor for fan clubs. They may also perform exegetical readings
of these products in the fashion of scriptural study groups. As these prod-
ucts—presumably created solely for entertainment—gradually become the
objects of this exegetical practice, they take on a greater scriptural character.
In the rare cases where the producer of the work also has interest in being a
religious leader, the transition from an ostensibly secular piece of entertain-
ment to a scriptural work is accompanied by the formal canonization of the
work in question. Indeed, there are examples of manga and anime serving as
a gathering point for like-minded individuals, transforming into scripture or
liturgy, and giving birth to novel religions.

I use canonization here in the sense of treating something as sacred or
inducting it into a preexisting set of ecclesiastic compositions. Some manga or
anime do indeed become treated as part of the formal canon of a particular re-
ligion. Others become the primary sacred or otherwise authoritative texts for
religions that emerge from audiences. In a few cases, this happens when the
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mangaka him- or herself capitalizes on (or capitulates to) celebrity and takes
on the role of a religious leader. The power of literature and media to inspire
and instruct comes to be tied to the charismatic authority of the creator of
that media—mangaka thus effectively or actually become leaders of religions.

One example is Miuchi Suzue, who is famed for her manga Glass Mask
(Garasu no kamen), and whose work Tale of the Demonic Princess (Yokihi
den) won a prestigious award in 1982.1% Miuchi’s profile on her website
states, “In Amaterasu, a spectacular romance of light and dark published
by Kadokawa Shoten, [Miuchi] included her own mystical experiences; as a
piece of literature with a powerful message this work boasts a large number
of devoted fans from all walks of life. Also learned in the spiritual world
[seishin sekai], . .. Miuchi is vigorously active [in that world]."*® Miuchi’s fan
groups are not formally religious, but the author’s incorporation of mysti-
cal themes in her works and her “spiritual world” activities such as tours to
“power spots” like Tenkawa Benzaiten Shrine bring them close.!!!

Yamamoto Sumika, perhaps best known for her tennis manga, Aim for
the Ace! (Eesu o nerae!), is another example.!'? There are rumors that Yama-
moto established a religious community called Shinzankai (Holy Mountain
Society), the membership of which is ostensibly drawn largely from her fan
base.!3 While I was not able to secure an interview with Yamamoto, rather
skeptical exposés have suggested that she acts in a shamanic capacity, per-
forming semi-regular meetings wherein she is temporarily possessed and
delivers oracles.!* However, in a blog post dated 15 March 2004 Yamamoto
herself dismisses the allegations that she is affiliated with “religion” (shukyo)
or that she acts as a “religious leader” (kydso) as misguided."*® Indeed, as of
2011 there is no group registered as a religious juridical person with the Jap-
anese government under the name Shinzankai, although there are still a few
scattered online Web listings for a cooperative of that name in part of Ya-
manashi prefecture where Yamamoto’s group was reportedly active. While
the veracity of the reports that Yamamoto serves as a religious leader cannot
be fully verified, her case suggests that the manga medium sometimes trans-
forms imagined communities (both the intended audience and the actual
audience’s perception of itself as a community of people with shared ideals)
into actual religious communities.

SUBIKARI KOHA SEKAI SHINDAN

While the case of the “Holy Mountain Society” is inconclusive, the final
case examined in this chapter showcases a mangaka who did indeed found
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a group that is registered as a religious juridical person (although, like Ya-
mamoto, he resists the idea that his group is a “religion”). Former mangaka
Kuroda Minoru is founder of Subikari Koha Sekai Shindan (Divine Corps of
the World of the Lightwaves of Su, SKSS hereafter). Kuroda’s occult manga
gradually took on the character of scripture as his fan community displayed
strong attraction to the ideas within his works and as the author himself
experimented with information from the extant religious traditions around
him. Eventually, Kuroda founded SKSS, which is based on the reading of his
works as well as practices derived from the Mahikari lineage.!'® Tsushiro Hi-
rofumi suggests that the SKSS membership is largely derived from Kuroda’s
fan base, and that the usage of manga, as well as of video and other technol-
ogy, has led to the group’s success in gaining converts, particularly young
people who are steeped in the manga medium.!”

[ met with Kuroda three times: once in April of 2007 at his home in
Kobe, once during one of his regular visits to Honolulu in December of the
same year, and again in Honolulu in March 2008. I asked a number of ques-
tions about his teachings and about how his career as a mangaka had influ-
enced and reflected his outlook on the nature of the soul and the afterlife.
Kuroda exhibited strong antipathy to the word “religion” and seemed simi-
larly disappointed in science. He was also skeptical of the word “spirituality”
as a substitute for “religion.” Nevertheless, his group is legally incorporated
as a religion and provides services and teachings that can reasonably be de-
scribed as religious. Kuroda seemed excited to talk with me largely because
of the opportunity to elaborate on his ideas to a young person, an academic,
and a foreigner. After each of our meetings he insisted that we meet again,
but [ had no impression that he was attempting to recruit.

Kuroda was born in Tokyo in 1928, and spent the first several years of
his life moving from town to town because his father was a military officer.
When he was young, he had several mystical or otherwise mysterious experi-
ences."® These experiences prompted an intellectual interest in ghosts and
the afterlife, and while he was still quite young Kuroda became fascinated
with the writings of Asano Wasaburo, an early twentieth-century intellec-
tual who conducted experiments involving communication with the dead.*?
Asano’s writings reinforced Kuroda’s own belief that scientific rationalism
was inherently limited; Kuroda claims that he had no particular attraction to
religion since his youth.

Asano had been friends with Deguchi Onisaburo, the charismatic sec-
ond-generation leader of Omoto, and had helped Onisabur6 reach a wider
audience of urban intellectuals in Omoto’s formative years.’?® Onisaburo
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had initiated Asano into the shamanistic practice of chinkon kishin (liter-
ally, “pacifying the spirit and returning to the divine”), and therefore had a
direct influence on the writings that so attracted Kuroda decades later.!?!
Onisabur6 had also indirectly influenced Okada Kotama, who founded Sekai
Mahikari Bunmei Kyodan in 1962 after a stint as a branch head in Sekai
Kyuseikyo.!*? Kuroda eventually found his way into Okada’s group, and the
shared cosmology of the Omoto lineage is evident in Kuroda’s own writings
and teachings. Aside from practices related to formalized spirit possession,
the main ritual activities common to groups in this lineage include the trans-
mission of “light” from the hand (or an implement, in the case of Omoto) for
curative and purgative purposes, including exorcism.!?3

Kuroda’s initial interest in writing manga arose, as he put it, from a de-
sire to eat—he fell into his job as a mangaka rather than seeking it out. After
withdrawing from Chio6 University, Kuroda was looking for work and landed
a job through an acquaintance, writing girls’ manga for one of the larger
publishing houses (Kodansha). Kuroda claims that he had little interest in
drawing manga, particularly girls’ manga, and was constantly pushing the
envelope of what could be drawn. His long-standing intellectual interest in
the unseen world at the boundaries of both religion and science was what
he really wanted to draw, and these themes naturally found their way into
his works. His exploration of the spirit world was partially manifested in the
horror manga that he was writing in the 1960s and 1970s, especially a three-
part series about the “ghost world, spirit world, and heaven” (yitkai, reikai,
shinkai), and he says that eventually he got invitations from nearly fifty dif-
ferent religious groups to visit them during this period.

One of these was apparently Sekai Mahikari Bunmei Kyodan. In the early
1970s, Kuroda began to study under leader Okada Kotama, who apparently
said to him, “at last we finally meet (yatto aemashita ne)!"** Kuroda says
that he was impressed to see an actual religious group truly interested in
studying the unseen world in a fashion that was not strictly limited to the
scientific method while still being methodical. He continued to study un-
der Okada until the leader’s death. At that time disputes over the legitimate
transmission of teaching authority led to a schism within Sekai Mahikari
Bunmei Kyodan, and two main factions of the group have existed since 1977.
The group legally deemed the legitimate successor to Okada was headed by
Sekiguchi Sakae and retains the name, while the group known as Sitkyo Ma-
hikari acknowledges the charismatic authority of Okada Keishti. Sometime
after this fissure, Kuroda had a revelatory experience and decided to found
his own religious group.1?
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Throughout the 1970s, Kuroda’s manga continued to reflect his views on
the afterlife, the makeup of the soul, and a decidedly Mahikari-influenced
cosmology, and Kuroda enjoyed considerable popularity as a mangaka; he was
known for drawing comics with occult themes. His manga were apparently
quite successful during this time, but he refused to follow the popular trend
of writing long-running serializations focused on one lovable protagonist. He
chose instead to use each individual manga as a vehicle to teach readers about
a particular aspect of what he calls “the unseen world” (mienai sekai, a term
he claims to have coined). He describes these works as etoki, basically didac-
tic explanations of this unseen world that were supplemented with pictures.
He mentioned that often he had to include detailed expository commentary
in the margins of his works to fully instruct his readers, a practice that drew
some criticism. Many people, however, seemed to be attracted to the content.

Shortly after his aforementioned revelatory experience, a group of people
that took Kuroda’s teachings as doctrine incorporated as a religious juridical
person in 1980. Kuroda says that forming a religion was the most efficient
way of spreading his knowledge of the unseen world, and there seems to have
been a great deal of overlap between his manga audience and the member-
ship of his religious group. The group took its current name in 1984 and has
been based in Tokyo’s Hachioji since. The discernible differences in practice
between SKSS and the other Mahikari groups are negligible; the main dif-
ference seems to be Kuroda’s perception of himself as a “researcher” into the
phenomena of the unseen world rather than the founder of a new religion
as such. Incidentally, the appeal to scientific knowledge (if not scientism)
is quite common among Japan’s emergent religions, seen here in Kuroda’s
emphasis on “research” (kenkyii) and, for example, in the name of a larger
group that developed in roughly the same period, Kofuku no Kagaku (which
translates as Happy Science).

Currently Kuroda’s audience seems to be divided into two segments, al-
though this division may be largely superficial. The casual fan-oriented por-
tion of the group is known as Ai 200 Tomo no Kai (http://www.ai200.com/),
and is basically a source of information about Kuroda and his teachings on
what he calls “the unseen world.” The group maintains a website that features
its monthly magazine, which includes Kuroda’s explanations of spiritual top-
ics as well as excerpts from his manga.'?® The website also sells various goods
(towels, soap, organizers, and so forth) that have salubrious properties due to
the fact that they have been treated with joko (the transmission of light from
the hands, described below), accompanied by a number of attestations of
their effectiveness from satisfied customers.
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The other portion of the group is the legal body of SKSS. Although the
group’s literature downplays its legal status as a religion and emphasizes Ku-
roda’s teachings as a source of information about the unseen world, it does
include ritual practices that would seem “religious” to an outside observer,
including ritual ablutions before entering sacred space and bows and claps
before an altar where various deities are enshrined. Kuroda’s home includes
a worship space (shinden), where the center of the altar holds a representa-
tion of the creator deity, and the right of the altar holds a representation of
the deities of fire, water, and earth. During my visit, Kuroda’s editor took me
upstairs to this room, and we both performed cursory ablutions before en-
tering. He instructed me to sit still while he performed his worship (reihai),
which consisted of a pattern of bows and claps in front of the altar. He then
explained the significance of some of the things in the room. For instance,
the braided cords in five different colors on each side of the altar represented
the five main ancestral groups of humanity (from the lost continent of Mu).1?
The tatami floor represented a grass field, and the multilayered colors on the
walls represented mountains, hills, and lakes. The door showed a smaller ver-
sion of the same scene, but at sunset.

Kuroda says that around five hundred people regularly attend the five or
so major meetings of SKSS a year, and smaller numbers attend the bimonthly
regional meetings. When I last spoke with him in 2008, the group was finish-
ing construction on a large dome in the mountains of Yamanashi prefecture.
The dome would serve as a channeling point for the three kinds of “light”
that pervade the universe: fire, earth, and water.!?® The group practices what
Kuroda calls joko, which is the transmission of light out of the hands during
a state of concentration. This light is allegedly curative, and Kuroda says that
practicing joko on food will alter its taste. Kuroda’s editor told me that getting
trained in joko practice requires a two-day training session with Kuroda. He,
Kuroda’s wife, and Kuroda himself offered several examples of the salubrious
power of joko in conversation during our third meeting.

Although Kuroda’s manga tends to be classified as occult or horror
manga, he seems to think of it more as an explanation of the true makeup of
the spirit and the structure of the cosmos. Kuroda emphasized, however, that
although his manga might reflect his interest in what he calls the “principles”
(hosoku) of the universe, he intentionally downplayed his teachings in the
manga so that it would not be too dogmatic. Aside from his numerous horror
and girls’ manga, Kuroda has written a series of books that are primarily text-
based but that also include illustrations drawn by his staft and excerpts from
his earlier works.!* He no longer writes manga due to problems with his
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eyesight, although he has a strong desire to spread his knowledge of what he
refers to as the “principles” of the unseen world to as many people as possible.
He sees the group as his response to many fans’ requests for more informa-
tion about the unseen world, and particularly about their uncertainties about
their lives and their quests for meaning.

Although it generally avoids any explicit mention of religion, the group’s
literature definitely emphasizes its ability to provide comfort, stability, and
happiness through knowledge of the unseen world. Some of Kuroda’s books
weave short fictional segments together with Kuroda’s pronouncements on
the nature of the unseen world and the subtle body, and these are inter-
spersed with illustrations drawn by Kuroda’s staff. The language is matter-of-
fact and accessible, although getting accustomed to Kuroda’s characteristic
(unorthodox) use of obscure characters for everyday words requires some
adjustment.

It is worth quoting Kuroda at length to get a sense of the flavor of these
writings. The following is the entirety of the preface to his 1987 book, The
Boat of the Subtle Body (Yutai no fune). It offers a preliminary view into
Kuroda’s worldview, and I have attempted to reproduce his writing style in
translation.

Beneath this visible world, although we cannot see it with our eyes,
there is a world that broadly expands, deep beyond the far reaches of the
imagination.

It was when [ was a young man, long enough ago that it is even be-
yond memory, that I was [first] attracted to the existence of this [unseen]
world, and I read several pioneering works by others as if I were devour-
ing them, absorbing [the information therein] as knowledge [that is, not as
experience].

Now, when I look back upon it, I clearly remember that as [ turned
each page of these books written from the perspective of spiritualism [shin-
rei kagaku teki na tachiba kara no hon] in particular, a mysterious feeling
of transcendence would arise in me, and my chest grew warm. Although
people may not admit it now, sometime the day would come when this real
truth [emphasis in original] would garner people’s attention.

Just around that time, just as [ was coming to vividly and directly af-
firm the unseen world in my heart of hearts, I saw a ghost.

An evening more than half a year after a young man in the neighbor-
hood had died in a car accident.

AsIwas heading home from school, in the gathering gloom I saw him
happily step into his house as if he were dancing.
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It was at such a close distance that it could not at all have been a mis-
taken impression.

Afterwards I realized that he was dead, and along with a fear that
would freeze the soul, I keenly felt the ineffably pitiable nature of spirits,
and I experienced a deep shuddering response.

In later years, I came to learn that the ghost that I had seen was a half-
material object that closely resembles the flesh [mikutai] and exists imme-
diately below the human corporeal form [nikutai.

However, after I had this one ghostly experience, in order to truly
understand the unseen world, even if I learned of this [unseen] world as
knowledge in my head, or even if I felt it with my body, that alone would be
no good [insufficient].

Whether by knowledge or by experience [taiken], whatever! I came to
strongly think that if I had not experienced a shuddering sort of feeling at
least once when in the heights of a warm and deeply burning sort of re-
sponse [that resulted] from touching upon a human feeling in the deepest
depths of the heart, then I would have wound up not understanding the
truth at all.

And, even today after many long years, that thought has not at all faded
and continues to shine.

Over these past few years, between creating comics, | have been blessed
with opportunities to put my research on this unseen world into writing.
In the monthly magazine Mu I published installments of a series on ghosts
[yiirei], and these form the first half of this book. In the second half, records
of my conversations with six individuals who have refulgent subtle bodies
[yitai kagayaku rokunin] are included; these were conducted as part of a
piece on conversations with spirits in the monthly magazine Twilight Zone.

In both cases, I wrote and spoke of the unseen world in a human way
and with great passion.

With the various [aspects of] the subtle body that controls our lives as
a central [theme], if people understand even a portion of the existence of
the unseen world and the fact that it has a great relationship with us, I will
be very happy.!*°

Kuroda sees his inductive and largely intuitive research into the unseen

world as part of a grand plan in the development of the cosmos. His cos-
mological thought is highly detailed and generally maintains a clear inter-
nal logic, borrowing from science as much as from the Mahikari worldview.
Kuroda believes in an intelligent designer (whom the group calls Sushin)
who created the world and set a universal program called gokeirin (perhaps
translatable as “the august cycle”) in motion. Around the phenomenal world
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is the larger unseen world, and humans are constantly in contact with this
unseen world. Humans have subtle bodies made up of subtle cells, part of
which may remain in the phenomenal world on death, while part of them
may ascend to a different plane. In Kuroda’s thought, the universe is currently
at a cusp stage, for while many people are still trapped in excessively materi-
alistic worldviews, there is growing awareness of the importance of spiritual
matters. Kuroda expects a major paradigm shift soon that will reflect this
awareness.

Kuroda is highly suspicious of the category of religion, but said that the
group’s practice of transmitting light through the hands to another person
(for physical and spiritual healing) legally required incorporation as a reli-
gious body. I asked if one might say then that the incorporation as a religion
was just a surface formality (tatemae), but Kuroda suggested that this was
not the case, although he seemed clearly unwilling to go so far as to explic-
itly call his group a “religion.” He prefers to think of it as a forum for people
to explore the “irrational” (my word, by which I mean nonscientific or oth-
erwise empirically unverifiable, but in a nonpejorative sense) without the
structure of a formal religion and strictures of doctrine. It is the concept of
static doctrine in particular that Kuroda dislikes, since he prefers to be able
to modify his own teachings as his research dictates.

“Research” (kenkyii) is the word that Kuroda prefers when describing
his activities as leader of SKSS. While it is still unclear to me what exactly
he means by this term, I surmise that Kuroda’s research method comprises,
on the one hand, intuition and imagination, and, on the other, methodology
rather similar to the scientific method of experimentation. He claims to have
done numerous experiments that have involved testing the flavor of foods
subjected to joko against those that have not been so treated, or subjecting
certain materials to joko to see how they resonate compared to others. While
these types of experiments are admittedly predicated on decidedly subjec-
tive evaluations, the important point here is that Kuroda’s worldview is not
wholly dismissive of science or of religion. Rather, he incorporates conve-
nient ideas and methods from both in the creation of his teachings, and he
modifies those teachings as he discovers new information about the unseen
world. I speculate that Kuroda’s formalized “research” into the unseen world
could be described as a particular mode of concentrated imagination, in
which he reconciles his latest observations from joko practice with the cos-
mology that he learned from his studies with Mahikari and the modifica-
tions to that cosmology that he himself has devised or discovered. Kuroda
may be equally suspicious of science and religion, but he relies on both in the
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creation of his worldview and sees his intuitive explorations of the unseen
world as crucial to the advancement of society as a whole. During our inter-
views Kuroda repeatedly referred to the “principles” of the unseen world, and
believes his main task is to disseminate information about these principles
to whoever will listen.

Manga provided Kuroda with a forum to elaborate on his ideas about the
unseen world, and through his celebrity as a mangaka he received invitations
to visit religious groups, allowing him to encounter religious teachings and
practices like those of Mahikari. Manga also provided Kuroda with an audi-
ence; undoubtedly his ability to form SKSS derived at least partially from his
status as a famous author. It was apparently initially a struggle to write the
kind of horror manga that Kuroda wanted to write, so Kuroda’s celebrity and
popularity in the late 1970s may also have been associated with impressions
of his work as pioneering or radical. SKSS is not a large group, however, and
even the numbers recorded in academic sources (between four thousand and
six thousand) are significantly larger than the one thousand or so adherents
that Kuroda claimed to have during our initial interview. However, Kuroda
is a particularly fascinating figure in light of his public status as both a man-
gaka and as a leader of a legally recognized religious group.

In the cases of the few mangaka who have started their own religions,
certainly their notoriety as religious leaders relies to a great extent on their
celebrity as mangaka, and most adherents presumably encounter the ideas
of the group through the manga first and only secondarily through other
literature. Groups like Kuroda’s are successful because of the affective power
of the narrative and the intellectual persuasiveness of the ideas found in the
artist’s works. The appeal of the ideas or content, augmented by the charisma
of the author, combines to form an imagined community (the audience) that
can function in a religious or a quasi-religious fashion with or without legal
incorporation as a religion.

Segue

As we have seen in this chapter, audiences are exposed to religious content
through manga and anime. In addition to sometimes exhibiting increased
intellectual interest in religious doctrine or history, some individuals may
use the acts of reading manga or watching anime as opportunities for self-
reflection, as motivations for changes in lifestyle (including conversion), or as
models for ritual action. In some cases, certain interest groups may elevate
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these products to the level of canonical texts. The example of Kuroda Mi-
noru’s group particularly illustrates a situation in which the carefully masked
didactic intentions of the author and the religious inclinations of part of his
audience coincide, resulting in the birth of a novel religious movement. In
contrast, however, many times the intentions of authors and audiences are
not so consonant. Chapter 3 examines one example, through a case study of
the works of famed anime director Miyazaki Hayao.
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= CHAPTER 3

Entertaining Religious Ideas

n this chapter I perform a detailed case study of several anime by an influ-
ential director, showing ways in which audience interpretations—including
academic interpretations—of certain films as products deriving from direc-
tors’ religious motivations or as media for imparting religious messages can
be fruitfully juxtaposed with directors’ reflexive statements about their own
work. I focus on the oeuvre of director Miyazaki Hayao because of its domes-
tic and international box office success and critical acclaim. Miyazaki’s work
has also attracted a great deal of scholarly attention, allowing me to conduct
a critical appraisal of some prevailing tendencies in foregoing academic stud-
ies of his films (and, by extension, of anime more generally). Furthermore,
since most of Miyazaki’s anime are produced primarily for the theater, they
provide an opportunity to examine anime that are not derived from manga.!
Jaqueline Berndt has offered a cogent critique of the scholarly fascina-
tion with Miyazaki, referring to the overabundance of academic literature on
his oeuvre and the corresponding dearth of academic studies regarding the
works of other equally fascinating directors.> While this chapter is one more
contribution to the burgeoning literature on Miyazaki’s work, its specific
aim is to provide a corrective for essentialist tendencies in foregoing scholar-
ship, including the common assertion that Miyazaki’s films somehow reveal
a mystical understanding of religion (particularly Shinto). I proceed on the
presupposition that examining what a director and his audiences say about
his oeuvre is more revealing than scouring the work for particular religious
themes. Through commentary on fan sites, interviews with informants, ac-
ademic literature, and citations of interviews with the director, I examine
how various interest groups interpret Miyazaki’s films as religious while also
showing how Miyazaki himself resists such descriptions.
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Miyazaki's Moving Pictures

Because of its blockbuster success, its critical acclaim, its lauded technical
wizardry, and its contribution to broader international interest in anime,
Miyazaki’s work in many ways epitomizes the forefront of Japanese popu-
lar anime production.? Over his long career, Miyazaki has honed his ability
to use painstakingly detailed illustration to create broadly palatable stories
conveyed in a mode that packs affective punch while keeping narratives both
intellectually stimulating and accessible. Despite his professed antipathy to
religion, many of Miyazaki’s movies are moralistic, and he has made some
of them with the explicit intention of inculcating certain values that can
be reasonably described as religious. Miyazaki draws on existing religious
themes like kami, but he also modifies them for his own idiosyncratic pur-
poses. From his public statements it is clear that he seeks to simultaneously
entertain and exhort, and his films thus serve as propaedeutic or persuasive
texts that attempt to inspire alterations in behavior.

Some audience responses to Miyazaki’s films attest to their emotive ef-
ficacy and intellectual allure. The films are sometimes used ritually (repet-
itively, as liturgical texts, as scripture) for edification as well as entertain-
ment. Furthermore, the cosmology and mythology of the films comes to be
interpreted and applied to reality after the films end. Such responses can
include ritualized actions that indicate a sincere, if sometimes temporary,
acknowledgment of belief in the actual existence of the saviors and spirits
featured therein. Responses also include the performance of rituals enacted
vicariously through the films, and the conduct of rituals performed in real-
ity but created through the influence of the films. Audience members may
also identify certain physical places as sacred because they were the alleged
inspiration for sacred places found within the narrative realms of the films
themselves.*

All of these aspects of audience reception demonstrate the power of
moving images, the ways in which audiences are animated by characters
they perceive as animate, and the ways in which they imaginatively super-
impose fictive geographies on actual topography. Yet audience reception has
generally gone unexamined in academic work on Miyazaki’s oeuvre and re-
ligion, which has hitherto been dominated by a method that focuses on trac-
ing connections between filmic content and traditional religious doctrines.
This method usually reveals little about the religious or ritual activity that
accompanies Miyazaki fandom, and does not account for the discrepancies
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between Miyazaki’s professed motives and the available evidence on how
audiences interpret the content of his films.

Framing Miyazaki as Religious

A number of authors have discussed the existence of apparently religious
motifs in Miyazaki’s work. Among these, writers such as James W. Boyd and
Tetsuya Nishimura, Lucy Wright, Lucy Wright with Jerry Clode, and Hiro-
shi Yamanaka have focused on how the director has drawn on preexisting
religious themes, particularly those of Shintd.> Japanese scholar of religion
Masaki Akira has written at least two introductory texts on religious studies
that are thematically based on Miyazaki’s works, and Inoue Sizuka devotes a
chapter to a discussion of Miyazaki’s films and their connections to religion.®
Hirafuji Kikuko has also written briefly on connections between Miyazaki'’s
films and animism, and Sarah Pike has recently drawn attention to Miyaza-
ki’s films and nature religion, highlighting the importance of children’s expe-
riences with natural and virtually natural filmic spaces in the creation of re-
ligious worldviews.” These books and articles take the framework of Japanese
religion (Shintd, animism, and Buddhism) as a backdrop against which to
place Miyazaki’s films, showing how they preserve and transmit traditional
religious culture despite the allegedly inexorable process of progressive secu-
larization. In these portrayals, the act of viewing film in ostensibly secular
spaces such as theaters and through mundane formats such as DVDs surrep-
titiously (yet generally positively) inculcates religious knowledge and values
in unwitting, passive audiences.

Many of these authors premise their assessments of Miyazaki’s work on
the assumption that it provides traditional religion with a requisite recovery,
revival, or transformation in a social environment that is allegedly hostile
to religion. Wright, for example, writes, “Miyazaki is cinematically practic-
ing the ancient form of Shinto, which emphasized an intuitive continuity
with the natural world,” continuing: “[his] work transforms and reinvigorates
the tenets of Shinto.”® This statement suggests that Wright can definitively
identify “the ancient form of Shinto” (as if there is only one). It is made even
more problematic by the fact that Wright relies solely on Kokugaku (Na-
tional Learning) scholar Motoori Norinaga for her definitions of “Shinto.”
As a Nativist scholar who was interested in recovering an allegedly pristine
version of Shinto from Japanese mythology and literature, Motoori Norinaga
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is hardly an unbiased source. Wright’s articles on Miyazaki thus reproduce
an essentialist and romanticized view of Shinto that ignores its categorical
and historical complexity.’

In a slightly different vein, a number of scholars have suggested that Mi-
yazaki’s palatable portrayal of Shinto induces desirable personal and social
transformation while deferring discussion of the form that transformation
actually takes. Writing on Spirited Away (Sen to Chihiro no kamikakushi),
Boyd and Nishimura state, “It is our interpretation that Miyazaki is reaf-
firming aspects of the Japanese tradition preserved in Shinto thought and
practice that can serve as transformative sources of confidence and renewal
for both the young and old.”® Yamanaka Hiroshi makes a similar statement,
saying that Spirited Away “ofters a secularized vision of traditional Japanese
folk Shinto” that “carries . . . a deeply spiritual message of self-renewal.”!!

These readings of the psychologically “transformative” power of Shinto
engage in a mystifying rhetorical sleight of hand, because while the nature of
the transformation is never described, the underlying assumption is that said
transformation is inherently positive. Such studies make the unsubstanti-
ated and somewhat romantic claim that as religion is revived through film,
religiously deficient audiences are spiritually reinvigorated. Such reinvigora-
tion is difficult to assess, and the authors cited above do not substantiate
their claims with ethnographic work. The form that the lauded transforma-
tion takes is left as a vague notion lacking a theoretical framework supported
by quantitative or qualitative data. It is thus not an indication of concrete
changes in practice, action, or belief. As S. Brent Plate succinctly reminds us,
“Films are not religious simply because of their content but become religious
due to their form and reception.”"?

The aforementioned scholars’ arguments about Miyazaki’s oeuvre
do helpfully expand the range of religious authenticity by contributing to
greater understanding of how formal religious doctrines are vernacularized.
Nevertheless, although tracing religious themes in popular film back to tra-
ditional denominational sources is helpful for determining the background
from which religious symbols and content arise, limiting one’s analysis of
these films to that process of disclosure neglects the function of filmic enter-
tainment as an alternative religious practice that may disdain connections
with traditional religious forms. Audiences may choose to watch the films
precisely because the films are not directly derived from traditional religious
institutions and doctrine, and directors may manipulate traditional religious
imagery and doctrine in a satirical fashion. Tracing themes back to formal
religious doctrines or to idealized versions of premodern religion (including
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so-called folk culture) is also problematic because it easily overlooks audi-
ence interpretation of apparently religious content and the very important
ritual dimensions of watching film, including the reproduction of virtual
filmic ritual in reality.

Watching Films Religiously

Movie watching as a type of religious behavior has only recently been sys-
tematically studied. John C. Lyden, for example, argues that many ostensibly
nonreligious activities such as viewing film can fulfill a religious function,
arguing that the delimited purview of the category of religion as it is com-
monly conceived often obscures the function of other cultural activities that
are equally religious.!® Lyden takes issue with analyses that solely focus on
theological or ideological views on religion and film, emphasizing instead
the act of viewing film religiously.!* He states, “Films offer a vision of the
way the world should be (in the view of the film) as well as statements about
the way it really is; the ritual of filmgoing unites the two when we become a
part of the world projected on screen. . . . Films offer an entry into an ideally
constructed world.”®

Lyden suggests not only that film can be a conveyor of moral lessons
and mythic content, but also that film watching can be a ritualized activity.
Although I hesitate to say that all movie watching is religious, I believe that
Lyden helps us to find religious practice, not merely imagery or doctrine, in
film.

However, limiting the analysis to social or ritual function alone overlooks
the influence that the incorporation of conventional or traditional religious
themes has on movie watching. It also avoids the more difficult subject of the
effect entertainment has on people’s religious knowledge and practice. The
inclusion of traditional religious imagery may affect the extent to which peo-
ple watch films in religious frames of mind, although personal predilection
and prior experience also play significant roles. Furthermore, people’s reli-
gious practices (including and beyond that of watching film) may be altered
by film, not simply supplanted or supplemented by it. S. Brent Plate writes,
“Films do not merely appear on a screen; rather, they only exist in any real
sense as far as they are watched, becoming part of the fabric of our lives. Film
viewing is thus a social activity that alters our interactions in the world."

Films can teach religious content, reflecting the worldview of the filmmaker
in the process. They also can provide sites and models for ritual activity,
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reflecting both preexisting ritual traditions and modifications and innova-
tions of ritual based on film. Ronald L. Grimes has provided a comprehen-
sive classification of such connections between ritual and media, and several
of his categories seem particularly applicable to ritual and film in light of
Lyden’s suggestion that we consider the act of watching film a religious prac-
tice. These are (1) subjunctive, or ludic, ritualizing (as in rituals performed in
online games); (2) magical rites with a media device as fetish or icon (healing
power from an evangelist through the television); (3) ritual use of a media
device (worship services built around CD-ROMs); (4) mediated ritual fantasy
(vicarious ritual); and (5) media as a model for ritual activity (Hollywood
gestures imitated in liturgical space).”” Recognizing that ritual and narra-
tive are often interlinked, with these categories in mind we can determine
more precisely how the ritual of film watching and the rituals that arise from
filmic content operate.

JAI SANTOSHI MAA

Anthropologist Philip Lutgendorf’s analysis of the Indian film Jai Santoshi
Maa explores these connections, examining the religiosity of the movie con-
tent as well as the influence on its audience in light of mythological and ritual
elements that inform Hindu devotional worship. He writes that the movie
“incorporated both a modified enactment of the vrat katha [simply, a ritual
story] narrative and a paradigmatic performance of the ritual.”® In the pro-
cess of watching the film, the audience is invited vicariously into a ritual vi-
sual communion (darshan) with the featured goddess.!” As a whole, “the film
presents a well-crafted narrative abounding in references to folklore and my-
thology and offering a trenchant commentary on social convention; it also
develops a ‘visual theology’ that is particularly relevant to female viewers.”?°

Aside from the vicarious or mediated ritual within the film, cinemas and
other sites of viewing film can become ritual spaces, and films can create new
followings for particular deities. Summarizing Lutgendorf’s essay on Jai San-
toshi Maa, Plate states, “[D]evout viewers entered cinemas barefoot and per-
formed puja [rituals] in front of the goddess Santoshi Maa [sic]. . . . Asaresult
of the film, a massive following of this previously obscure goddess erupted
across northern India.”* Lutgendorf also cites Anita Guha, the actress who
played the goddess Santoshi Ma in the film, who said, “Audiences were show-
ering coins, flower petals and rice at the screen in appreciation of the
film. They entered the cinema barefoot and set up a small temple outside. . . . It
was a miracle.”?? In the case of Jai Santoshi Maa, the act of watching the film
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came to serve a ritual function, and the explosion in Santoshi Ma worship
shows that the film became a catalyst for religious behavior.

Lutgendorf’s explanation of the multiple connections between film, rit-
ual, and mythology refuses to simplify them by making film merely a con-
veyor of religious doctrine or a ritual substitute for traditional religion. His
analysis shows the reciprocal and recursive process between existing doc-
trine and mediated ritual, between new ritual and renewed doctrine. View-
ers can become adherents to an existing religious tradition even as the tradi-
tion changes in response to the film. Films thus can serve both as gateways
to and creators of religious cultures.

Plate corroborates Lutgendorf’s points by emphasizing the creative pro-
cess of directors” deployment of religious themes and the fecundity of films
as sites for the creation of ritual action, writing, “[R]eligions and cultures do
not merely use media, but instead are used by media, and created by them.”?3
To slightly modify his argument, I suggest that media do not use or create
religions; people do. Authors, artists, directors, and audiences do so through
proactive acts of rendition and interpretation.

The remainder of this chapter examines the ways in which people re-cre-
ate religion in filmic contexts. Filmic content may certainly inspire audiences
to participate in an existing religious tradition. However, in those situations
where preexisting religions are viewed with doubt or suspicion, films also
can provide alternative mythological and ritual spaces that draw viewers into
imagined and real communities of like-minded consumers that are function-
ally akin to formal religions.?* They may coalesce around the ideas of a spe-
cific individual, canonize particular works, or use films in a liturgical fashion.
Lay producers may play with religion by casually deploying formal religious
doctrine or imagery. Audiences may entertain religious ideas in response.
Audience members also may play at being religious through rituals based on
watching the film or through interaction with filmic characters. It is therefore
imperative to analyze not only the religious doctrine that forms part of the
cultural background of a film, but also the motivation and intended message of
the filmmalker. It is crucial to examine not only the ritual of watching film, but
also how film can give rise to other innovations or changes in ritual behavior.

"Playing with Religion”

Miyazaki has said that “all he wants to do is to entertain,” and that he is just
“a man who draws pictures.”? Elsewhere, however, the director’s statements
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suggest that he is at least partially motivated by a type of “spirituality” largely
infused with an environmentalist ethic. For example, Miyazaki envisions
(and frequently depicts) an idealized past, now lost, in which connections
between organisms were both stronger and more respectful 2® He states, “In
my grandparents’ time . . . it was believed that spirits [kami] existed every-
where—in trees, rivers, insects, wells, anything. My generation does not be-
lieve this, but I like the idea that we should all treasure everything because
spirits might exist there, and we should treasure everything because there is
a kind of life to everything.”?’

Yet despite this nostalgia with evidently religious overtones, Miyazaki
wants to distance himself from formal religion. Wright states, “Essentially,
his films attempt to re-enchant his audiences with a sense of spirituality that
eschews the dogmas and orthodoxies of organised religions and politics, in-
stead reaching for the original, primal state of spiritualism [sic] in human
history and how it can be lived today.”*® In an interview for The Village Voice,
Miyazaki says, “Dogma inevitably will find corruption, and I've certainly
never made religion a basis for my films. My own religion, if you can call it
that, has no practice, no Bible, no saints, only a desire to keep certain places
and my own self as pure and holy as possible. That kind of spirituality is very
important to me. Obviously it’s an essential value that cannot help but mani-
fest itself in my films."?

The act of moviemaking begins as an act of entertainment, but along
the way it shades into an expression of religion (“spirituality,” in Miyazaki’s
words), not only reflecting the director’s views, but also attempting to in-
culcate certain values in his intended audience. Considering that audience
in light of this, it should also not go unnoticed that Miyazaki has publicly
recognized the success of his methods, and has apparently made his movies
with this success in mind.>® Miyazaki’s moviemaking, therefore, simultane-
ously reflects his personal take on religion and his audience’s evident desire
for certain types of content. Simultaneously, it reflects his basic desire to en-
tertain and the audience’s desire to be entertained. These overlapping desires
result in new modes of religious entertainment, or playful religion, shown in
the following examples.

Animated Audiences

[ examine audience responses to four of Miyazaki’s anime below. The 1984
film Nausicad of the Valley of the Wind (Kaze no Tani no Naushika) is the
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story of a young princess who reconciles humans and nature in a postapoca-
lyptic polluted world thanks to her character attributes as nurturing tele-
path, perspicacious scientist, and charismatic messiah.?! In the 1988 film My
Neighbor Totoro (Tonari no Totoro), the protagonists Mei and Satsuki befriend
a benign and lovable forest spirit who helps them through a difficult period
of transition.?? The 1997 film Princess Mononoke (Mononoke Hime) revolves
around the intertwined relationships of gods and humans, and humans and
nature, emphasizing the necessity of strengthening human connections with
both.?® The 2001 film Spirited Away (Sen to Chihiro no kamikakushi) shares
this pedagogical approach, and takes place in a world populated with a di-
verse array of gods and spirits.>* At two points in the movie, the protagonist
saves river spirits whose natural habitats have been polluted or obstructed by
human construction.

Although Miyazaki’s studio (Studio Ghibli) has made other films since
Spirited Away, 1 find these four to be most clearly representative of Miyaza-
ki’s work as it relates to religion. Two major films created by Studio Ghibli
since Spirited Away have adapted works by non-Japanese authors such as Ur-
sula K. Le Guin (7ales of Earthsea [Gedo senki, literally Ged’s war chronicles],
directed by Miyazaki’s son Goro and based on Le Guin’s famous Earthsea se-
ries, 2006) and Diana Wynne Jones (How!’s Moving Castle [Hauru no ugoku
shiro], 2004). They are thus less indicative of Miyazaki’s thought than the
films based on his own stories. Additionally, Miyazaki’s most recent film at
the time of this writing, Ponyo on the Cliff by the Sea, or simply Ponyo (Gake
no ue no Pon’yo 2008), seems to target a younger audience than the four films
examined here. While Ponyo is visually rich, its diegesis offers little purchase
for the purposes of this chapter.

NAUSICAA OF THE VALLEY OF THE WIND

Nausicad is a drama about the salvation of the world and humanity in which
approaching social and environmental catastrophes set the stage for its
eponymous messianic protagonist.®® Nausicad is a member of the royal fam-
ily in a small community situated in a valley relatively safe from the poison-
ous vapors given off by the spreading Sea of Decay, a large forest of mutated
fungi and plants that is populated by giant and dangerous insects. The soil
in Nausicad’s world has been polluted by an earlier industrial civilization—a
civilization now lost after the apocalyptic “Seven Days of Fire” perpetrated
by the “Giant Spirit Warriors” (kyoshinhei, thinly veiled euphemisms for nu-
clear weapons). When war breaks out and her father is murdered, Princess
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Nausicad suddenly becomes the political and spiritual leader of her people.
A precocious scientist and gifted telepath, Nausicad discovers that the gi-
ant marauding insects that protect the fungal forest are doing so in order to
preserve the forest’s secret: the ancient fossilized trees at the forest floor are
converting the polluted soil into clean, usable earth. Before she can transmit
this message to the people of the world, however, she is taken hostage by the
army of a large neighboring nation that seeks to politically unify the various
warring states and revive the Giant Spirit Warriors to use against the gi-
ant insects. Nausicaa uses her political influence, exceptional charisma, and
supernatural abilities to help humans understand their role as cooperators
with, not dominators of, nature. She manages to return to her people just in
time to stave off a major catastrophe by stemming the onslaught of a ram-
paging herd of giant insects called Omu. Although she pays the price of her
life in this intervention, the insects miraculously cure and revive her, and the
movie ends with her resurrection and the revelation that she is the fulfill-
ment of an ancient messianic prophecy.

Scholars and critics have identified the manga that is the basis for Mi-
yazaki’s 1984 production Nausicad of the Valley of the Wind as religious.
Yamanaka Hiroshi places Nausicad in the category of “manga that acts as
a religious text” in his description of “religious manga.”*® He writes, “As a
whole this manga [and I would add the anime based on the manga] provides
the same structure as a religious text like the Bible.” He continues, “In the
midst of this drama of death and rebirth, Nausicad the protector of the Valley
of the Wind is reborn as Nausicaé the guardian angel [divine protector] of
humanity.”?” Similarly, Shimizu Masashi indicates Nausicad’s messianic sta-
tus and supernatural abilities.>® To Shimizu, not only is Nausicad immortal
and possessor of supernatural powers (chonoryokusha), but also she is good,
just, and the embodiment of love.*

Nausicad, with its vivid apocalyptic vision, reflects Miyazaki’s pedagogi-
cal impulse. He states, “When I started Nausica [sic], my theory was one of
extinction; when it ended, my theory was one of coexistence. . . . There is no
mighty intelligence that guides the world. We just keep repeating our mis-
takes. . .. If we want mankind to live for another thousand years, we have to
create the environment for it now. That's what we're trying to do.”°

While denying the existence of a “mighty intelligence,” Miyazaki uses
preexisting religious motifs such as apocalypse and resurrection to influence
future outlook and behavior. Significantly, Miyazaki also admits—with some
chagrin—that the closing scene of the anime version of Nausicad made the
work more apparently religious than he intended. He states, “Even though
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it wasn't my intention to create a miraculous movie, it turns into a fine old
[rippa na religious scene. Even in the scene where Nausicad comes back to
life, I didn’t intend any religious desires or miracles. Rather, when I realized
that whatever I had been thinking had suddenly entered into the realm of
religion I was really taken aback.*!

Miyazaki’s depiction of Nausicad’s death and resurrection may have
been unintentionally reminiscent of religion, but in this case audience re-
ception trumps authorial intent. Miyazaki cannot undo the fact that he
chose to render the scene thus, and audiences have responded accordingly.
The comments of Nausicad fans on fan-based message boards suggest that
some audience members interpret the films and apply their lessons to real-
ity. Comments may refer, for example, to belief in an immanent spiritual
bond existing among all living things.*> One fan draws a direct connection
between Nausicad and Christian ideas of death and resurrection, and sug-
gests that the Omu (the giant insects that protect the fungal forest from the
depredations of humans by threatening to overrun human settlements) are
actually divine.** Another person says, “Now Nausicad seems far away from
this reality in which we live, but really [she] is pointing to our current ac-
tions (like treating nature disrespectfully).** Some fans writing on the mes-
sage board attest to the affective and intellectual appeal of the story through
repetitive viewings of the movie (ritual performed around a media device).
The following stories of two female interview respondents, Morimoto Ari
and Nozawa Keiko, show that some fans take Nausicad as a role model to
emulate in real life.

In the case of Morimoto Ari, not only did she want to become her fic-
tional heroine Nausicad, but also she has decided to pursue a career in en-
vironmental education that is a combination of ethical, environmental, and
political views that she says were solidified through her repetitive readings
and viewings of the Nausicad manga and anime. Although Ari’s idealism
has been tempered somewhat by several years of witnessing environmental
and wilderness management firsthand in eastern Washington State as an ex-
change student, she has combined her Nausicad-inspired and Nausicad-in-
fluenced idealism with a pragmatic outlook on environmental management.
After completing her graduate degree in environmental education abroad,
Ari hopes to participate in grassroots environmental education programs in
developing countries. When I asked if her career path had been shaped by
her strong feelings towards Nausicad, she replied that it had, and that the
movie helped foster her strong sense of affinity and connection with nature
and her desire to work towards environmental and conservation causes.*®
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Nausicad also profoundly affected Nozawa Keiko, another respondent.
Keiko was raised in a Christian household (a very small minority in Japan),
and her relatively strict upbringing meant that she was generally not allowed
to read manga or play video games. However, her parents recognized some-
thing in Nausicad that was of educational value, and Keiko watched the
anime repeatedly both as a child and as an adult. On yet another viewing
shortly before we first met (that is, not performed in conjunction with the
interview), Keiko found herself crying at the final scene of the film, which
depicts Nausicad’s resurrection. Keiko also regularly used the word “mission”
(shimei) in our interview to describe how she views her job as a teacher. Al-
though she tries to keep her Christian faith private, she believes that, like
Nausicad, she has a strong mission to help people find their way in the world.
Keiko also explicitly stated that she seeks to emulate Nausicad’s characteris-
tics in her own life.*®

Both Keiko and Ari may be exceptional cases. However, these were two
women that I met through acquaintances, essentially at random. They live on
opposite sides of Tokyo and are several years apart in age. In both cases, they
casually volunteered the information that Nausicad had served as an inspira-
tion for their lives on hearing about the nature of my research. Given these
circumstances and the suggestive commentary on fan message boards, it is
possible that many others may have had similar experiences with the film.

MY NEIGHBOR TOTORO

My Neighbor Totoro is the story of two young girls, Mei and Satsuki, who
move to a ramshackle old house in a rustic neighborhood outside Tokyo with
their father to be closer to their mother, who is convalescing at a hospital
nearby. Although they struggle with this transition and the adjustment to the
spooky old house, the girls also delight in the simple pleasures of countryside
living, watching tadpoles, helping gather fresh vegetables in the garden, and
collecting acorns. Following a mysterious creature through their yard one
day, Mei, the younger of the two, tumbles down a hidden passageway beneath
the giant camphor tree that dominates the lawn. There she discovers the den
of the totoro (her mispronunciation of the Japanized English word “troll™
tororu), a family of magical furry creatures that come in small, medium, and
large sizes. Although Satsuki and her father initially greet Mei’s story with
bemusement, the father surmises that the spirit of the camphor tree pro-
tected Mei while she was lost. The family accordingly makes an outing to the
old shrine situated at the base of the tree to pay their respects to this spirit.
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Afterwards, the girls have a number of adventures with the totoro. The
cuddly creatures help them grow a garden by performing a moonlight dance,
and take them flying on a magical spinning top over the trees, houses, and
fields. When Mei becomes lost again, Satsuki calls on the totoro for help,
and soon Satsuki is whisked off by the Catbus (imagine the Cheshire Cat
amalgamated with a school bus, with a dozen legs instead of wheels), finally
finding her wayward sister.

The eponymous spirits in Totoro seem to be loosely based on traditional
Japanese conceptions of kami. Yet Helen McCarthy reports that although
Miyazaki referred to the totoro as “ ‘nature spirits’ of the same kind as those
familiar in Japanese religion,” the movie has, according to Miyazaki, “noth-
ing to do with that or any other religion.”” As McCarthy notes, the film
makes an active contrast between Miyazaki’s fantastic spirits and the cold,
inert symbols of traditional religion. In one notable scene near a bus stop, for
example, the inert and vaguely ominous fox statues at a small Inari shrine
under a tree alarm Mei, but when the fotoro appears moments later she and
her sister implicitly trust the furry spirit. The totoro therefore represent a
simultaneously new-old type of nature spirit strategically set in contrast to
preexisting (institutional) notions of kami such as those found in Shinto.
Whether or not Miyazaki’s audiences believe in the existence of the totoro
themselves, McCarthy argues that the film promotes an alternative percep-
tion of kami, tactically deploying traditional religious motifs as a foil for the
magical, cuddly, and spiritually fecund totoro. In her analysis, the movie’s
pastoral narrative, combined with this refashioned kami, simultaneously of-
fers a critique of traditional religious institutions and contemporary urban
living 8

Significantly, many people who have grown up with Miyazaki’s films
have referred to My Neighbor Totoro as a favorite or as an influential film
in their lives. Casual conversations with many Japanese acquaintances have
prompted more than one person to comment on the ability of this film to
“soothe” or calm them spiritually (seishintekini). One survey respondent
also suggested that watching Totoro made her more interested in religion in
general. Audience reactions to the film on a Miyazaki-themed fan message
board on the Japanese social networking site MIXI also include reactions
that shade towards the religious. One person, writing about the influence of
Miyazaki’s films and about Totoro in particular, wrote, “Often, with my older
sister we would . . . hold an umbrella and try to pray for the sprouts to grow,”
mimicking a scene in the movie in which the totoro lead Mei and Satsuki in
a prayer-dance to grow sprouts into a giant tree.*” The children’s imitation of
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the scene reveals the ways in which film watching can create opportunities
for the mimetic performance of originally fictional rituals.

PRINCESS MONONOKE

Princess Mononoke is the story of a young warrior from a minority ethnic
group living in a northeastern Japanese village who is cursed by a god (ta-
tarigami) in the first scene of the film. Driven from his village because of the
curse, Ashitaka travels on his trusty elk to the southwest, where the magical
forest of the Shishigami (a deity) surrounds an ironworks in the middle of a
lake. There is an uneasy relationship between the humans at the ironworks
and the animal deities of the forest. Workers at the ironworks, which is owned
by Lady Eboshi, mine the surrounding mountains for ore and thereby destroy
the natural habitat. Although Eboshi’s character initially seems entirely self-
serving, her softer side is revealed when it becomes clear that she has pro-
vided sanctuary for former prostitutes and people suffering from Hansen’s
disease. On the side of the animals, a young human woman named San who
was raised by wolves regularly raids the ironworks on behalf of the animals,
trying to drive the humans away. Like her nemesis, Eboshi, the initially fero-
cious San reveals a softer side when she cares for the injured Ashitaka.

Ashitaka finds himself caught between these women and the groups they
represent, and he must intervene when human hunters (led by an avaricious
and duplicitous monk) try to steal the deity’s head. Doing so, they hope to
destroy the magical powers of the spirit of the forest, and thereby make the
place safe for human enterprise. Although the hunters are successful in cap-
turing the deity’s head, the relentless power of the decapitated deity search-
ing for his missing cranium threatens to destroy the whole forest and the
ironworks. Fortunately, Ashitaka and San are able to return the head just in
the nick of time, and life returns to the forest, although it will never be the
same as in its former glory. One character murmurs to himself at the end of
the film, “I never knew it was the Shishigami who made the flowers grow!”

Miyazaki said of Princess Mononoke, “I've come to the point where I just
can't make a movie without addressing the problem of humanity as part of
an ecosystem.”® His “spiritual” commitments come to the fore in a state-
ment cited by Susan J. Napier:

It is Miyazaki’s notion that he and presumably other Japanese are the

spiritual descendants of the “glossy leafed forests” that ... once covered
Japan ... and that these vanished forests still exert a spiritual pull on the
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average urban dweller, and it was this that he attempted to dramatize in
his creation of the forest of the [Shishigami]. He explains, “If you opened a
map of Japan and asked where is the forest of the [Shishigami] that Ashitaka
went to, [ couldn’t tell you, but I do believe that somehow traces of that kind
of place still exist inside one’s soul.”!

For part of the audience, the movie resonates with extant mythology
or promotes ritual action, as the posts on a Miyazaki fan board attest. In
response to a post entitled “The Setting of Princess Mononoke” (Mononoke
hime no butaichi), one person wrote, “I really went to Yakushima [the alleged
inspiration for the forest], and it seemed as if Shishigamisama [the main de-
ity in the film] would really appear!” Another respondent wrote, “There [in
Yakushima] people really believe in Princess Mononoke . .. [and the other
animal gods] whereas [in Kumano, another potential setting and the site of
a famous pilgrimage] they believe in trees and waterfalls.” A third person
relates the story of how a friend traveled to Yakushima and had a kodama
(a kind of small tree spirit that features in the film; see Figure 3.1) appear in
a photograph.®? The first person’s comment suggests a kind of pilgrimage, a
sort of ritual practice around a conception of sacred space created through
the medium of film; the second person’s comment shows connections (found
or created) between existing mythology and the mythology of the film. The
third person’s story clearly crosses the porous boundary between the my-
thology of the film and reality: the kodama that appears in the photograph
is an indication of its actual existence. Many of the commentators express a
desire to visit Yakushima in the future, presumably to experience it as a place
of mystery, inspiration, or the sacred.

SPIRITED AWAY

Spirited Away is a story of a young girl named Chihiro who finds herself in
a magical world on the day of her move to a new home. Shortly after she
arrives in this mysterious land, her parents are turned into pigs. Finding
herself in danger and literally fading as night falls, Chihiro is befriended by
a boy named Haku, who comforts her by giving her something to eat and
introducing her to a job at the local bathhouse for the spirits. The old crone
who manages the bathhouse steals Chihiro’s name, leaving her with just the
first character, read as “Sen.”

Sen/Chihiro’s new job involves cleaning the bathhouse while sedulously
assisting its spirit patrons, but all the while she is anxious to restore her
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Figure 3.1. A kodama in the forest of the Shishigami in Princess Mononoke. © Hayao Miyazaki/
Nibariki TNDG

parents to their original selves. Along the way, Sen’s lustrations help cleanse
the spirit of a polluted river, and she receives a magical token of apprecia-
tion in return. She also is the only person who can stand up to the ravenous
Kaonashi (No-Face), whose gluttonous appetite threatens to destroy the
bathhouse entirely (see Figure 1.2 on p. 5). Finally, Sen realizes that she and
Haku have a special bond: she once fell into a river called the Kohaku River
and was swept to shore. When she recalls this, she helps Haku remember his
true identity as the spirit of that river (a fictional deity named Nigihayamiko-
hakunushi). Haku had lost his true name when his riverbed was filled in
and turned into an apartment complex. At the end of the film, Sen/Chihiro
restores her parents to their human forms and they walk together back to
their car and ordinary human civilization.

Some responses to a leading post, “Sen to Chihiro ni kakusareta meseeji”
(Hidden Messages in Spirited Away) on the MIXI Miyazaki fan page attest
to the aforementioned environmental commitment based on the idea that
all organisms are spiritually connected, others to a renewed respect for the
distinction between divine and human (kamisama no tabemono o taberu
[eating the food of the gods/spirits]), still others refer to striving for a kind of
spiritual love (sizk6 na ai). The focus on human activity interfering with the
ability of the gods to return to their natural homes (rivers, in particular) re-
curs in the film and is also picked up by the message board commentators.>3
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Here again, fans use the films as a basis for determining moral action in their
daily lives. The other reality of film has come to profoundly affect the audi-
ence in this reality; the powerful images and the feelings that they promote
persist. More than simply drawing on previous religious themes, Miyazaki
has actively changed them by adding an environmental focus, and fans have
responded to the film in ways that can be interpreted as casually religious.
It is worth noting, however, that Miyazaki resists the notion that the
memorable scene in which Sen helps the river spirit by pulling a pile of trash
from its body reflects any religious idea or sentiment. Rather, he says, it de-
rives from an experience he had seeing trash removed from a horribly pol-
luted river.>* Although the question remains of why Miyazaki chose to ren-
der the scene in the way he did (giving a purifying bath to a river deity), such
questions become moot in the face of audience interpretations that posit a
connection between divine habitats and pristine natural settings.

MIYAZAKI'S WORLD

These four examples show, on the one hand, how Miyazaki is playing with
religion. He uses religious motifs in a calculated fashion to encourage a par-
ticular audience response and modifies traditional religious concepts for his
particular pedagogical ends. On the other hand, Miyazaki’s films—ostensi-
bly created solely as a means of entertainment—not only reflect Miyazaki’s
“spiritual” beliefs, but also seem to have the power to create responses such
as ritualized behavior. The films also appear to generate exegesis, seen above
in audience members’ interpretations of films and application of the lessons
therein to daily life. The director’s casual religiosity (what he calls his “spiri-
tuality”) therefore elicits similarly casual religious responses in at least part
of his audience.

Beyond Borders

As in Japan, these media also occasionally serve as something akin to scrip-
tural or liturgical sources for international audiences. As Susan Napier de-
scribes in her analysis of the Miyazaki Mailing List (a group that is associated
with the website http://www.nausicaa.net), the mailing list serves as a sort
of “sacred space” for the members, where they can affirm and share their
responses to Miyazaki’s films.>> Significantly, Napier uses the language of
“pilgrimage” for fan visits to the website and message boards.
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The similarities between fan networks in Japan and elsewhere reflect the
power of media to surpass boundaries in language and translation, creating
broader networks of like-minded individuals who share the “ideology” (Na-
pier’s word), in this case, of Miyazaki’s films and other Studio Ghibli works.
One of Napier’s respondents described himself as an “atheist with some Ghib-
list influences,” and 28 percent of respondents claimed to have religious feel-
ings but no religious affiliation, often mentioning an interest in Buddhism
or Shinto (presumably, or at least possibly, as a result of watching Miyazaki’s
works).>® While inconclusive, these responses suggest that Miyazaki’s world-
view may also be affecting international audiences in a moderately religious
fashion. English-language theological readings of Miyazaki’s works also con-
tribute to this type of interpretation. For example, in a 2009 article, Ian De-
Weese-Boyd reads Nausicad as a female Christ-figure from a somewhat con-
fessional perspective, mapping Miyazaki’s story onto Christian messianism.®’

Drawing on Miyazaki in the Classroom

Academic audiences’ interest in using the religious content of Miyazaki’s
films to teach about religion also should not go overlooked. Masaki Akira’s
religious studies textbooks, for example, attempt to teach young adults about
religion through the filter of Miyazaki’s films. For example, in Beginning Re-
ligious Studies: Reading “Nausicad of the Valley of the Wind,” Masaki writes,
“This book is an introductory text [myimon sho] to religious studies that
uses Nausicad of the Valley of the Wind as its instructional material.”>® As
to why he chooses Nausicad as his particular text, Masaki states (1) that
he “loves” [daisuki] the film; (2) that the film is “overwhelmingly superb”
latto teki ni sugureteiru]; (3) that an “enormous [amount of] information is
enclosed within the film” [bodai na joho ga komerareteirul; and (4) that the
film is “truly interesting and has truly been seen by many people” [jitsu ni
omoshirokute, jitsu ni oku no hitobito ga miteiru]. These subjective state-
ments lay the groundwork for Masaki’s haphazard analysis of the film, which
jumps from discussions of ancient Greek mythology (the alleged source of
Nausicad’s name) to prophecy, monotheism, shamanism, wind, and breath
on macrocosmic and microcosmic scales, and valleys as related to the femi-
nine or to Daoism—all in the first chapter! The chapters that follow take a
similar approach, resulting in a hodgepodge of information that almost cer-
tainly perplexes as much as it instructs.
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Masaki’s books differ from other scholarship on Miyazaki and reli-
gion because they explicitly claim to teach the discipline of religious stud-
ies (shikyogaku) through Miyazaki’s work. This claim may be somewhat
disingenuous, for rather than introducing interpretive methods central to
the academic study of religion through Miyazaki’s oeuvre, Masaki has used
Miyazaki’s films in the service of providing his intended audience (young
adults) with a barrage of information about religious traditions that often
has little direct connection with the films in question. Masaki explicitly
aims to blur distinctions, shooting for an expansive approach rather than a
focused one.” The end result is impressionistic writing that elides important
cultural and historic distinctions in an eisegetic reading of the chosen sub-
ject (religion) into Miyazaki’s films.

As introductory texts to the academic discipline of religious studies,
Masaki’s works may contribute to arbitrary interpretations of these popular
films as “religious” while ignoring Miyazaki’s subtle (in his films) and not-
so-subtle (in personal interviews) critique of formal religions. Unsuspecting
Miyazaki fans who may have been attracted to religion because of the films
might read Masaki’s books uncritically, leading to yet another layer of inter-
pretation of the films’ religious content. This dynamic is difficult to gauge but
deserves close attention, since the very existence of such books reinforces the
interpretation of Miyazaki’s works as inherently religious. The irony of mak-
ing this point in a book that also seeks to elucidate the religious aspects of
manga and anime culture is not lost on me, but I hope to have persuasively
indicated that scholars have a responsibility to treat not only filmic content,
but also authorial intent and audience reception, with fidelity and sensitivity.

In Masaki’s defense, he has explained very recently that his books de-
rive from his pragmatic recognition that his students in lecture classes on
religious studies have not believed that the class subject matter had any rele-
vance for their lives. Taking up Miyazaki’s films provided Masaki with a way
to make the course subject matter relevant to students who would otherwise
be uninterested in it.%° In this sense, Masaki presciently anticipated what
has since become a growing movement among Japanese scholars of religion
to use popular films like Miyazaki’s as instructional materials in order to
capture student interest. The year 2009 saw the publication of Inoue Nobu-
taka’s edited volume on learning about contemporary religion through film,
followed by his convening of a pedagogically focused international research
forum on “Religious Culture in Film” later that year.® Studio Ghibli works
like those of Miyazaki and his business partner Takahata Isao have received
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particular attention in these academic conversations, but for the most part
the scholars in question have focused, like Masaki, on finding traces of tra-
ditional religion in the films rather than examining how laypeople actually
view and interpret them.®?

Given his skeptical statements on organized religions, Miyazaki is doubt-
less somewhat displeased with such efforts to appropriate his work in the ser-
vice of teaching about them. Yet in the public sphere Miyazaki’s works cease
to be his alone; they are re-created by his fans and by scholars in multiple
ways (and of course the present work is no exception). The fact that scholars
are using Miyazaki’s films as the subject matter for religious studies courses
and textbooks suggests that various interest groups will interpret his works as
religious, using them as pedagogical sources for religious education (screen-
ings at Buddhist temples paired with moralistic dharma talks, for example)
or as supplementary materials for lectures in religious studies courses. Audi-
ences will continue to enjoy the products in multiple ways, but those ways
increasingly include using Miyazaki’s films not only as sources of diversion,
but also as inspirational texts, as liturgy, and—however accurately or inac-
curately—as representative sources of information about Japanese religions.

The question remains, however, whether his films serve as genuine rep-
resentations of these religions or whether they represent distinct religious
innovations. I fear that they are only marginally helpful for scholars who are
trying to assess how Miyazaki’s films might be used in teaching about Japa-
nese religions if those scholars’ interest is in teaching about the history or
doctrines of venerable denominations. Anime in general are useful for talk-
ing about the fungible nature of religious data in contemporary Japanese me-
dia, but they rarely serve as accurate depictions of Japanese religious history,
nor are they likely to explicitly introduce doctrine, although they may depict
religious ritual with some fidelity. Miyazaki’s films demonstrate a view of
religion that is simultaneously too skeptical and too romanticized to be com-
mensurate with most academic portrayals of Japanese religions. The director
disdains organized religion, preferring to draw deities rather than priests. As
such, he can hardly be said to be depicting “Shinto,” “Buddhism,” or any re-
ligion other than his own idiosyncratic vision of an idealized spiritual world
and the fictional deities that populate it. However, focusing on the ways in
which audience members view Miyazaki’s films in religious frames of mind
can illuminate the ways in which these fictional worlds are composited with
empirical reality. In my view, this exercise may be more illustrative of contem-
porary religiosity than a strict focus on traditional doctrine and iconography.
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Segue

Miyazaki’s ambiguous statements make it difficult to associate him with any
one particular religion, but they also indicate that the director seeks a simulta-
neously playful religiosity or a religiously imbued entertainment. Meanwhile,
entries on fan message boards suggest that some audience members respond
to Miyazaki’s films with religious frames of mind. These posts obviously rep-
resent only those fans motivated enough to participate in an online forum,
and make up merely a fraction of the information available from and about
Miyazaki fans, meaning that further ethnographic work on the reception of
his films is necessary. While Lyden has suggested that the ritual of film watch-
ing can be a religious experience, certainly only some of these fans would
actively identify their response to Miyazaki’s films as such. As recipients of
Miyazaki’s messages, they probably “consider themselves part of the audience,
information consumers, and have no sense of belonging to a particular or-
ganization, sect or church.”® Yet fans seem to recognize something deeply
meaningful in Miyazaki’s films even if they do not consider the films religion.

Miyazaki’s oeuvre can be profitably contrasted with the manga and an-
ime produced by formal religious institutions. Whereas his films subtly un-
derscore his skepticism of formal religion, some religions have clearly recog-
nized the proselytizing potential that manga and anime present.®* Yet when
religious institutions attempt to package their doctrines in an ostensibly en-
tertaining package, the effectiveness of that entertainment may be dimin-
ished if the didactic orientations of the product are insufficiently masked.
Audiences may be open to learning moral or religious lessons through their
entertainment media, but that is generally only if the media in question are
moving and persuasive rather than excessively polemical or pedantic. Al-
though the use of anime and manga as media for expressing and convey-
ing religion is not going to disappear any time soon, it seems that films like
Miyazaki’s that project and elicit religious frames of mind without the stric-
tures of specific institutional affiliations are more likely to reach and capture
broad audiences than the overtly pedantic products created by some reli-
gious institutions.

As producers play with religion, audiences in turn consume the content
in a manner that can be simultaneously playful and pious. While we can
artificially distinguish these layers in Miyazaki’s work as well as in other
anime, the foregoing examples show that some audience members view his
films in religious frames of mind, imaginatively compositing fictive worlds
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and empirical reality. In the next chapter I explore religious frames of mind
from a different angle in study of manga related to the infamous religious
group Aum Shinrikyo, examining manga that influenced Aum doctrine,
manga that Aum used to proselytize, and manga that have critically por-
trayed Aum in the aftermath of the subway gas attack.
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= CHAPTER 4

Depicting Religions
on the Margins

t is difficult to discuss religion in contemporary Japan without addressing

the influence of Aum Shinrikyo, the infamous group responsible for the
sarin gas attack on the Tokyo subway system in March of 1995. In the after-
math of the attack, religions—particularly religions of recent provenance—
came to be popularly associated with violence, brainwashing, and fraud.!
While attitudes towards religions were not overwhelmingly positive in Japan
prior to March 1995, Aum has undoubtedly contributed to the perpetuation
of negative images of religions since.?

This chapter examines some manga and anime that influenced Aum doc-
trine during the expansion of the group in the 1980s and early 1990s, some
manga that Aum itself produced, and portrayals of religion in manga that
have appeared since Aum’s violent tendencies came to light. Manga that ap-
parently influenced Aum doctrine featured apocalyptic themes and a small
group of protagonists wielding supernatural powers to create a new world
order. Aum’s resident artists created manga and anime that reproduced these
tropes, although they minimized the adventure aspects of stories in favor of
focusing on conversion episodes, the acquisition of spiritual powers, Aum’s
salvific role in the face of impending apocalypse, and praising guru Asahara
Shoko.? In the years since the “Aum shock,” mangaka have conducted critical
evaluations of groups like Aum, attempting to explain the actions of mar-
ginal and potentially violent religious movements in a rational and accessible
fashion.*
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Aum Shinrikyo

Asahara Shoko (born Matsumoto Chizuo) developed the eclectic yoga group
that eventually became Aum Shinrikyo in the mid-1980s.° The group’s gener-
ally well-educated membership shared an interest in the acquisition of spiri-
tual powers and a rejection of previously valued moral and epistemological
systems, including those of established religions and of modern rationality or
scientific thought.®* Many of these people initially encountered Aum through
its promotional literature and ads in occult magazines like Twilight Zone and
Mu?

Aum’s millennial outlook, its ideal of the spiritually enlightened and su-
perior being, and its antisecular orientation led to a gradual secession from
Japanese society in the early 1990s. The small yoga group became a large
organization of renunciants (around 1,200, as well as a wider community of
affiliated householders) headed by Asahara and his group of close disciples.
Aum maintained several communes throughout Japan where participants
engaged in extreme ascetic practices, and eventually where they developed
the weaponry that would be used in Aum’s “holy war” against its perceived
opponents (secular forces in general, but particularly the United States, Free-
masons, Jews, and the Japanese government).®

Aum’s conflicts with secular society began with lawsuits filed against the
group by concerned families of members, were exacerbated when Aum came
under suspicion for the mysterious disappearance of a lawyer who had been
investigating the group, escalated when Aum members made flashy but ulti-
mately ineffective campaigns for political office in 1990, and came to a head
when the group purchased the land for a commune against the wishes of the
local community at Namino in the same year.? At first by accident and then
intentionally, members carried out poa (a euphemism for murder based on
a Tibetan word roughly meaning “liberation”) in a few smaller isolated cases
before moving to indiscriminate terrorism. Aum’s sarin gas attack on the
Tokyo subway on 20 March 1995 led to the deaths of twelve, seriously injured
hundreds, and otherwise negatively affected thousands of people.l’

By late 1995, the media was in an uproar about the dangers of “cults,” and
Japan was generally at a state of high alert regarding religions of any kind.!!
Scholars and journalists attempted to account for young people’s attraction
to Aum, and some analyses rather simplistically attributed the source of
Aum’s putative social pathology to members’ shared interest in the fictive
worlds of manga and anime.!? At the same time, scholars of religion noticed
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a sharp increase in college students’ interest in religion as a social problem.!®
Against this background, in the years since the Aum incident authors of vari-
ous types of popular fiction and nonfiction, including manga, have dealt with
the Aum issue—explicitly or by allusion—through combinations of sensa-
tionalism, critique, curiosity, satire, and psychoanalysis.!

Schemes and Plots

Earlier chapters focused on sketching a method somewhere between auteur
theory and audience reception theory, highlighting the visual elements of
manga and anime while paying close attention to the people who produce
and consume them. This chapter takes a slightly different approach by fo-
cusing on narrative. It examines the social lives of certain narrative styles
and tropes by appropriating and reconfiguring familiar—if sometimes
problematic—terminology.

Specifically, I argue that the terms “cult,” “myth,” and “epic” elucidate
otherwise easily overlooked aspects of the narratives surrounding the Aum
incident. I mobilize these terms to show how stories that ostensibly func-
tion as entertainment can invite religious interpretation and inform reli-
gious doctrine. I also demonstrate that stories that are apparently highly
critical of “cults” (and of religions more generally) can still subtly encour-
age positive dispositions regarding certain ways of religious being. Finally,
whereas some scholars have borrowed the literary terminology of “dramatic
denouement” to explain the sociological process whereby marginal religious
groups come into conflict with mainstream society, I investigate the role
that literature itself—illustrated literature in this case—has played in Aum’s
doctrinal development, its propaganda, and the popular analyses that fol-
lowed its violence.!®

[ proceed by examining the narrative trope of the “cult”—namely, an
allegedly pernicious religious group that exists in high tension with main-
stream society—in conjunction with the idea of the “cult classic,” a spe-
cific type of narrative with an esoteric cachet. I furthermore demonstrate
that the manga that influenced Aum doctrine, Aum’s own propagandistic
manga, and some of the more recent manga that have mobilized the now-
commonplace trope of the deleterious “cult” have all benefited from what
I call the aesthetics of extremity. This dramatic narrative style lends these
stories an epic quality in which righteous protagonists fight to save human-

» o«
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ity despite opposition at all costs. At the same time, this style also functions
to explain—and sometimes justify—the actions of the leaders and members
of marginal religious groups.

‘cULT”

Using the word “cult” indiscriminately easily elicits misconceptions regard-
ing emergent and alternative religious movements.!® Here I will use the word
in three very specific senses. First, in popular discourse “cult” often serves as
a descriptor of ostensibly or actually violent religious movements that exist
in high tension with mainstream society. While this view is not academically
sustainable, it can be used analytically to highlight a specific kind of rhetoric
that contrasts ostensibly malignant religious groups with supposedly benign
religions or secularisms. Many of the manga that I analyze in this chapter
use “cults” and their members as foils for their depictions of social and psy-
chological normalcy. I refer to “cult” in this sense not because it is a suitable
analytic term for a certain class of religious groups, but rather because it
serves as an apt catchall term for a specific narrative trope based on pejora-
tive images of marginal religions.”” When using the term in this way I have
added scare quotes to it: “cult.”

A second way to look at the word is simply as a group of veneration prac-
tices or an organization centered on a particular person, place, or story (simi-
lar to the shinko found in phrases such as Tenman shinko: the cult of Tenman
Tenjin). In this usage, there is the cult of leader veneration found in Aum’s
own literature regarding Asahara Shoko. This usage is also evident in the
cult surrounding protagonists within the narrative of certain fictional works,
particularly protagonists endowed with exceptional charisma who are sur-
rounded by loyal followers.

Finally, the word “cult” is often used to refer to an inordinate degree of
popularity attributed to a particular media product, with an emphasis on
the cultural cachet that accompanies familiarity with it (a “cult classic” or
“cult film”). When used in this fashion, “cult” loses its pejorative ring and
instead garners some validity. The status of “cult classic” derives both from
a product’s esoteric qualities (the novelty or quirkiness of its content) and
from its ability to monopolize the interest of a particular demographic. Cult
classics are subjected to detailed exegesis, become the basis for ritual action
or repetition of dialogue, or become informally canonized (must-see films or
must-read books) among a subculture.!®
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MYTH AND EPIC

The word “myth” often is used in a pejorative sense to refer to falsehood or
to credulous primitive attempts at authentic history. However, myths in any
period serve to explain the world or the existence of something in the world
(e.g., cosmogonies, pourquoi stories). While some of the manga discussed
below clearly draw on the myth—in the sense of fictive or false—of marginal
religions as avaricious institutions solely concerned with deceiving followers
for the personal benefit of the leaders, they also provide explanations of the
origins and existence of “cults.” As myths, they also may illustrate suppos-
edly perennial truths through emotionally appealing narrative.

Stories also serve to entertain and inspire through presenting admirable
protagonists with exceptional qualities (e.g., exceptional strength or faith,
impeccable morality, or supernatural abilities) performing righteous actions
in extreme situations. These narratives can be categorized as epics. Some
manga and anime rely on a narrative structure that, as epic, emphasizes
extraordinary circumstances and features protagonists who serve as exem-
plars of moral, religious, or political righteousness. The appeal of epic lies
in its ability to inspire through the exemplary actions of exceptional heroic
protagonists faced with seemingly insurmountable opposition.

The Aesthetics of Extremity

If myths work to explain the existence of the world and its material and social
constituents, epics operate to confirm or renew its moral order through what
[ call the aesthetics of extremity. Some stories acquire their emotional appeal
and inspirational qualities via their situation of the protagonists in extreme
situations (nuclear war, for example) and their endowment of those protago-
nists with a combination of moral virtue, dogged tenacity, and exceptional
courage and charisma. Villains in such stories are likewise extreme in their
personality traits; they may also be the cause or a side effect of the crises the
heroes must face. In short, the extremity of the circumstances (e.g., the end
of the world) combined with the extremism of antagonists (an evil “cult,” an
oppressive government) and the extremism of the protagonists (their com-
mitment to peace, justice, or salvation beyond the bounds of normal reason,
to the extent that they suffer persecution or otherwise place themselves in
danger) combine to create powerful epic narratives.
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In what follows, I show that the aesthetics of extremity were character-
istic of many of the manga and anime that apparently influenced Aum doc-
trine. I also show that Aum’s own manga reproduced this aesthetic, while
Aum’s confrontations with secular society derived in part from it. The “dra-
matic denouement” of the gas attack was a perhaps inevitable consequence
of the group’s moral interpretive frame and the developing story supercilious
Aum members told themselves about their antagonistic relationship with the
incorrigible and deluded outside world.* Furthermore, the dramatic diegesis
of gradual secession from secular society—punctuated with the compelling
climax of the gas attack—has provided an attractive model for thrilling tales
of fictional antagonistic religious groups in manga since 1995. I will show
that there is indeed a connection between manga and Aum, but that this
connection is not one that can be simply mapped onto the binary logic of
delusion and sanity. As I show through the case of Urasawa Naoki’s lauded
manga 20th Century Boys, there is a discomfiting parallel between the righ-
teousness of the religious terrorist and that of the epic hero, and the line
dividing the two is simply one of perspective.

Manga on Which Aum Shinrikyd Drew

Some manga that evidently influenced Aum doctrine highlighted this aes-
thetics of extremity through apocalyptic settings and the cult (veneration) of
protagonists who bring about reconciliation through their moral fortitude.
In addition to the obvious influence of Japan’s direct experience of atomic
bombing, the popularity of apocalyptic themes in manga has its roots in a
boom in millennial thought in Japan that was largely prompted by Goto Ben’s
numerous translations of Nostradamus’ prophetic writings starting from the
mid-1970s.2° Some manga and anime that inherited these themes formed a
common imaginary for potential and actual Aum members, focusing their
attentions on impending apocalypse, the limits of science and secularism,
and the acquisition of supernatural powers.? To be clear, manga and anime
influenced Asahara’s thought and provided a common background for the
Aum membership, but they did not form the primary substance of Asahara’s
teachings, nor were they the basis for Aum’s religious practice.??

However, some manga and anime did have an observable effect on Asa-
hara and Aum. These products can be characterized as epics that used reli-
gious vocabulary and narrative structures for aesthetic rather than didactic
purposes, but Aum’s members later interpreted them to be delivering spe-
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cific religious messages. In their shared religious frame of mind, the fictive
worlds of certain manga and anime were composited with empirical real-
ity and mapped onto the developing Aum cosmology. For example, Helen
Hardacre has documented how Aum mimicked some language from the
popular anime Space Battleship Yamato (Uchii senkan Yamato, 1974), which
features the end of the world twice over (that of the Earth and that of another
planet).?® In addition to Yamato, manga and anime such as Nausicad of the
Valley of the Wind and Akira seem to have influenced Aum. Part of the ap-
peal of these narratives is the very extremity of the situations in which the
protagonists find themselves (impending cataclysm) and the extremity of the
same protagonists’ commitments to solving the problems with which they
are confronted—the tenacity with which they fight to protect their homes
and their loved ones. In these moving stories, rationalism, secularism, and
unbridled military development are sharply called into question. They end
with the inauguration of new world order through the actions of morally
superior heroes wielding supernatural powers to save humanity.?*

NAUSICAA OF THE VALLEY OF THE WIND

The manga version of Nausicad, serialized from 1982 to 1994, forms the ba-
sis for the hastily filmed 1984 film of the same title that I described in Chap-
ter 3. Asahara is known to have been a fan of Nausicad, and the manga was
featured in an issue of Aum’s publication Vajrayana Sacca just a few months
before the sarin gas attack. The article was entitled “Gendai no yogenshata-
chi ga egaku senritsu no kinmirai!” (The horrific near future depicted by the
prophets of today!), and included several manga series with narratives cen-
tered on the theme of apocalypse.?

The previous chapter included a synopsis of the anime version of Nau-
sicad, so I will forgo extensive summary here. In the more detailed manga
version of the story, Nausicaa fulfills her messianic role as the culmination
of an ancient prophecy while reluctantly becoming the focus of religious de-
votion. It is through her unique blend of charisma, supernatural power, and
scientific insight (that is, esoteric knowledge) that Nausicad is able to finally
reconcile humanity with its environment. The cult (veneration) of Nausicad
the heroine within the story combines with the epic nature of the narrative
arc, which features a charismatic and morally impeccable character con-
fronted with apocalypse compounded on apocalypse. Nausicad’s heroism de-
rives from her extreme commitment to the reconciliation between warring
human groups and between humans and nature; the extreme setting of the
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story contributes to the epic quality of the work. Although Miyazaki suggests
that Nausicad (the film) inadvertently became religious due to the power of
its closing scene in which Nausicad dies and is resurrected, the manga ver-
sion of the story emphasizes Nausicad’s messianic status—characters call the
heroine an “angel” and “savior.”*

The members of Aum were hardly immune to the power of this image
or to the message of the work as a whole—the salvation of a polluted and
deluded world characterized by war and strife would be understood and en-
acted by only a select few equipped with supernatural abilities and esoteric
knowledge. Furthermore, the purification of the same world would happen
through the very source of the poisonous gases—the fungal forest—that
served as the source of toxic pollution in the first place.?” Although draw-
ing too much of a connection would stretch the limits of plausibility, it is
intriguing that Aum’s obsession with sarin gas as both threat (Aum claimed
to have been attacked with sarin) and expiatory tool seems to have reflected
the dual role of the atmospheric gases in Nausicad’s world as both poisons
and purifying agents.” Incidentally, the giant insect guardians of the fungal
forest—the Omu—happen to share a homophonic relationship with Aum
(both pronounced “Omu” in Japanese).

AKIRA

Otomo Katsuhiro’s manga and anime masterpiece Akira (1984-1993) was
one of the first anime to gain “cult” appeal outside Japan, and the film en-
joyed considerable domestic impact. Although it is the more complex manga
diegesis that I describe here, the anime evidently affected Aum’s own ani-
mators. The former head of Aum’s MAT group (Manga and Anime Team)
stated that he personally was strongly influenced by Otomo’s work, and ap-
parently the anime cameraman who worked in MAT had worked on the
Akira project before joining Aum.?

Also a product of the mid-1980s, Akira similarly addresses apocalypse,
albeit from a different perspective from that found in Nausicad. Govern-
ment experiments on young children have produced extraordinary psychic
abilities—especially telekinesis—in the subjects, and one boy in particular
proved himself to be far too powerful to be let loose. Locked in a cryogenic
vault deep below a postapocalyptic “Neo Tokyo,” Akira is the focus of gov-
ernment intrigue and fear. When Tetsuo, a young member of a motorcycle
gang, collides with one of the other test subjects, he too is exposed to exten-
sive testing and develops immense psychokinetic powers near the same lev-
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els as Akira’s. Tetsuo’s ability to manage his powers, though, is hampered by
his addiction to drugs and his inferiority complex. Tetsuo frees Akira from
his underground prison, but shortly afterward Akira destroys Neo Tokyo in
an emotional outburst.

In this post-postapocalyptic city, two groups (both centered on the ven-
eration of a charismatic leader) vie for power. One is the Neo Tokyo Empire,
nominally headed by Akira but managed by Tetsuo, who maintains order
through displays of sheer psychic power. The other is the religious order
headed by the mysterious Miyako, also a former test subject. Miyako pro-
vides healing and food for people in the ravaged city while training her aco-
lytes in psychic powers necessary for combating Tetsuo’s and Akira’s more
unpredictable and violent telekinetic outbursts. Miyako and her acolytes
fight valiantly to control the increasingly unstable Tetsuo, who turns mon-
strous as his exceptional powers swing out of his control. In the end, only
Akira can contain the berserk youth. In Tetsuo and Akira’s final apotheosis,
Akira absorbs Tetsuo into himself and the two disappear in a scene of frag-
mentary dialogue. The two merge with the cosmos, signaling the dawn of a
new spiritual and political order on Earth, the nature of which is left almost
entirely to the audience’s imagination.

Again, in Akira as in Nausicad, there is a cult (veneration) of certain
characters, although in the case of the former the turbulent nature of Akira
and Tetsuo’s group is contrasted with the more benign order of Miyako and
her acolytes (only shown in passing in the film version). Akira, only a child,
is politically passive and entirely lacking in ambition but extremely volatile
due to his immense psychic powers. His followers in the Neo Tokyo Empire
are attracted to his ability to work miracles or wreak destruction more than
to his charisma. Miyako, on the other hand, along with the other protago-
nists, serves as a model of a character equipped with both charisma and su-
pernatural abilities of nearly the same order as the two tempestuous boys.
Miyako is also present for their final apotheosis, explaining the nature of the
interconnection of the universe to protagonist Kaneda (Tetsuo’s friend who
seeks to control his berserk pal) before Akira and Tetsuo vanish in a rap-
idly diminishing globe of light. Again, the epic nature of the story is created
through the extreme situation of a post-postapocalyptic world threatened
with total annihilation; the cult (veneration) of the most prominent superhu-
man characters adds an additional layer of complexity within the narrative.

Both Nausicad and Akira play on themes of apocalypse and religious fig-
ures; interestingly, the latter in both cases are presented as a positive solution
to the extreme circumstances brought about by the former. Specifically, the
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protagonists’ supernatural powers (such as telekinesis, telepathy, and clairvoy-
ance), while occasionally destructive, ultimately provide salvation for ordi-
nary people and the dawn of a new age.?° These manga also criticize secular,
rational society—including consumerism and unbridled technological and
military development—while valuing alternative, spiritual knowledge.®' Sig-
nificantly, scholars of religion have identified this antisecularist stance as
common among the Aum membership. Although its members exhibited dif-
ferent reasons for joining on a personal level, in general Aum’s constituents
sought a retreat from capitalist society and the acquisition of spiritual power
through severe ascetic practices, the founding of alternative communities de-
voted to religious practice, and the creation of a new holy country on Earth.3?

The Manga That Aum Shinrikyo Drew

In the eclectic fashion characteristic of the age, Aum drew on esoteric Bud-
dhism, Tantra, yogic practice, and messianic and eschatological elements of
Christianity.®®* The group’s thought also reflected Asahara’s time spent as a
follower of Agonshii, another Japanese religion of recent provenance. Aum’s
members—generally highly educated and yet also exhibiting a strong dis-
satisfaction with the materialism and mores of contemporary Japanese soci-
ety—seem to have been attracted to Aum because it provided answers at the
limits of science and reason, advocated an ascetic technology for the acquisi-
tion of supernatural powers, and was headed by a charismatic leader whose
most extreme teachings still retained an impressive internal logic.3

To attract new followers and to inspire current members, Aum estab-
lished its MAT studio, where several quite talented amateur artists worked
to produce propagandistic manga and anime.?> MAT created both at rela-
tively high volume considering its small staff.3* Manga enthusiast Frederik
Schodt points with considerable suspicion to Aum’s doctrinal eclecticism as
well as its use of manga as part of its success in gaining so many converts,
writing,

One secret of the cult’s success ... was its ability to package its twisted
message in an attractive fashion. The teachings are a blend of Hinduism
and tantric Buddhism, and—other than the fact that they encouraged blind
obedience to a nearly blind guru with apocalyptic visions who is paranoid
and psychotic—fairly innocuous. Anime and manga—because they are so
popular, because they can be used to dramatize and exaggerate information
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and simplify a complex reality, and because they were often rendered in a
cute, “fashionable” style—were the perfect vehicle for the cult to prosely-
tize.. .. Itis hard to imagine a more sinister abuse of the manga medium.*’

According to a former member of MAT, however, the doctrinal demands
of Aum’s leadership often inhibited the artists™ ability to make anime or
manga that was enjoyable to watch or read.®® Because the group had such a
reclusive mindset, inspiration drawn from outside sources was treated with
suspicion; the entirety of Aum’s manga was supposed to be drawn directly
from Asahara’s teachings and treated as scripture.®® Therefore, the illustra-
tors and animators had little freedom in adding new or exciting elements to
the stories, which suffered considerably as a result. This led to some internal
dissension. The former head of MAT complained of his strained relationship
with Matsumoto Tomoko (Asahara’s wife), who apparently repeatedly made
unreasonable demands of the manga and anime staff.** Despite these ten-
sions, MAT successfully produced several manga and anime, although it is
difficult to assess today how popular they actually were at the time. They are
now extremely difficult to find, and bookstores refuse to carry them for obvi-
ous reasons. Nevertheless, while in Tokyo I managed to track down copies of
two volumes of Aum manga.

Metsubo no hi is a manga attributed to Asahara and illustrated by an
artist using the sobriquet “The Star of David.” It relates Asahara’s predictions
about the end of the world, trumpeting on its cover, “Asahara Shoko opens
the seal on John's Book of Revelation!!"! The story features a flatteringly
drawn Asahara putting the Book of Revelation into the context of the late
twentieth century, tying in the Biblical message of revelation with his bud-
ding messianic aspirations. The manga predicts a cataclysmic series of events
accompanied by world war; Asahara’s theories regarding Islam, the United
States, and various other religious and secular forces as contributing to the
coming confrontation also feature prominently. Other characters serve as
foils for Asahara, asking innocent (leading) questions and becoming increas-
ingly concerned, then convinced that they must join Asahara in saving as
much of the world as possible through proselytizing efforts. The manga ends
with a direct plea to readers to join Asahara and Aum:

My plan for salvation unfortunately falls a fraction behind each year. This
is because my elite [yiishi na] disciples from previous lives are still fixated
[shiichaku] upon the present world and have not yet realized the mission
for which they were born. Without delay they should recognize that this
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world is illusion [genei, glossed as maya] and gather under me (one of those
very same elite disciples may be you, even as you are reading this now).

If all of them could gather and combine their strength, I'm sure that
the delay in salvation up until now could be recovered. I want them to come
to me quickly; I want them to lend their strength to my salvation move-
ment. After all, more than anything else their mission is salvation.*?

In another Aum manga called Spirit Jump, ordinary people find their
lives drastically changed and improved by their meetings with a flatteringly
drawn Asahara and the teachings of Aum.*® The title page of the first volume
emphasizes Aum members’ acquisition of supernatural powers, stating, “You
can experience it too!” Below, a note says, “Both of these stories are nonfic-
tion.” The back pages include contact information for the group, including a
list of Aum centers throughout Japan. Frederik Schodt describes these manga
as follows: “I was most impressed by Spirit Jump, a three-volume set of pa-
perback manga filled with true stories of how various disciples had become
disillusioned with their humdrum, spiritually empty lives in modern Japan,
joined the cult, and found happiness. The stories are rendered in a variety of
styles. . . . All are remarkably high in quality.**

Despite this relatively positive appraisal of the quality of Aum’s manga,
Schodt’s description overall is laden with disparaging comments regarding
the group and its members (note his use of “cult” in the pejorative sense). The
most “twisted” or “paranoid and psychotic” elements of Asahara’s teachings
were not intended for the uninitiated and never made it into public until
after the sarin gas attack in 1995. Aum’s message in its manga was largely
focused on salvation activities and conversion stories. After all, the group’s
purpose in creating manga was to attract new adherents, not to scare them
away. Once people entered the group, the promise of access to higher levels
of esoteric information provided the impetus for diligent ascetic practice and
the willingness to participate in initiation rituals that included extreme prac-
tices such as taking hallucinogenic drugs, drinking Asahara’s bodily fluids,
or being buried alive to test one’s aptitude at physiological control. Schodt’s
assessment, written immediately after the sarin attacks when anti-"cult” sen-
timent was at a fever pitch, shows how discourse about religion within Japan
become increasingly characterized by negative impressions of marginal reli-
gions and their adherents.*> Since the sarin attack, Aum has frequently been
the model for depictions of “dangerous cults” within entertainment media,
including manga and other fictional literature.*®
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Manga That Have Drawn on Aum Shinrikyo

After Aum’s terrorism became widely publicized, manga came to provide
easily accessible and rational—yet sensational and entertaining—explana-
tions for the behavior of ostensibly dangerous religious groups. These prod-
ucts have responded to an obvious interest in “cults” (karuto) evident in the
mass media frenzy that followed the terrorist attacks.*” The manga I discuss
below relate somewhat accurate information about marginal religious move-
ments in an explanatory fashion even as they rely on the aesthetic thrill of
religions as a source of terror and social malaise.

Some of these manga treat “cults” as fiendishly designed groups based on
leaders’ thirst for power and use of mind control techniques. Others focus on
the epistemology and psychology of believers and founders, trying to make
sense of the ways these people decide to separate from traditional religions or
secede from secular society. A third type criticizes religious institutions and
their founders for preying on people’s weaknesses even as they settle on an
epic narrative structure wherein protagonists with supernatural powers are
confronted with apocalyptic crises and work to save the world from destruc-
tion.® T present an example of each type below, focusing in particular on
the third type through a detailed examination of Urasawa Naoki’s popular
manga 20th Century Boys.

FRAUD, SEXUAL PERVERSION, AND BRAINWASHING IN CHARISMA

Charisma is a manga rendition of a work by thriller novelist Shindd Fuyuki.*®
Serialized in the relatively minor magazine Action, Charisma uses the well-
worn models of brainwashing, intimidation, fraud, sexual misconduct, and
violence in its portrayal of “cults.” Marketed for its sensational value and hor-
rific content, the promotional bands affixed to the covers of the different
volumes trumpet phrases like, “What would YOU do if the woman you love
was stolen by a CULT religion?” and “A CULT RELIGION destroyed a happy
family!”>0

At the beginning of the story, Heihachiro worries as his mother becomes
increasingly estranged and divorced from reality due to her involvement in
a “cult” led by the mysterious leader “Messiah.” Heihachird's father attempts
an intervention with his mother, but she goes berserk and stabs him multiple
times in the chest with a knife, then rips out his internal organs looking for
the “demon” she is sure has possessed him. She then strips off her soiled
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clothes. Standing naked in front of Heihachiro, she stabs herself in the groin,
pulling the knife up through her abdomen and telling her son, with her last
breath, to find the demon in her. After undergoing some cruel ostracism after
this embarrassing familial murder-suicide, Heihachiro eventually resolves to
become a “cult” leader himself in order to enact revenge on the society that
created the “Messiah” and his tormentors.

Under his new identity as leader of the “Village of God” (Kami no Sato;
Heihachir6 adopts the religious name Shingd Hosen), Heihachiro uses his
group to extort money from his followers while sexually abusing his female
disciples, setting up exorbitant lecture fees for self-help seminars and retreats
that turn into indoctrination and mind control sessions. As Asahara’s fol-
lowers did in Aum, Shingd/Heihachird’s followers repeatedly listen to tapes
of his sermons or mantras. As was the case with Aum, elite members quietly
murder followers who question the leader’s motives or who attempt to se-
cede from the group. Although believers are instructed to live an austere and
ascetic lifestyle, the guru keeps a private room where he drinks alcohol, eats
meat, keeps animal hides, and collects pornography.>! He also maintains a
system of surveillance cameras for watching his disciples, using them primar-
ily to determine which of the women he will select for “special ceremonies.”

Early in the story we meet Mami, a young woman who is engaged to a
promising young bachelor. Mami’s life is going very well except for the fact
that her mother is deathly ill. Desperate to help her mother in some way,
Mami turns to the Village of God for guidance. Soon after she has joined,
Heihachiro picks her out from among his disciples for an emergency exor-
cism—Mamiis led toa private soundproofed chamber where she is instructed
to undress and is blindfolded. Heihachiré has his way with the young woman
sexually, convincing her that the ritual is necessary for purifying her and
saving her mother. Mami becomes completely enslaved to him thanks to his
mind control techniques, so much so that when her fiancé comes looking for
her out of concern she hides behind Heihachird’s bulk while the leader grins
at the crestfallen would-be groom and says, “She’s not brainwashed . . . but
she just may have become prisoner to my penis!”?

Heihachiro eventually meets a young housewife, Reiko, who reminds
him so much of his deceased mother that he will go to all costs to keep her
as a maternal figure and sexual partner. He murders his high-ranking dis-
ciple and former sexual partner (feeding her corpse to a snake to dispose
of it) and attempts to separate the new woman from her family, effectively
doing the same to her as was done to his own mother. He goes to extra
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efforts to have her participate in “seminars” and “retreats,” playing on her
desire to be a better parent so that her son will perform well in school. At
first his efforts are successful, and Reiko is completely brainwashed—she
accepts him as “Messiah” and fawns over him, prancing about in the nude
to his delight.

However, due to the unexpected intervention of another “cult” leader
masquerading as a “cult victims’ counselor,” Heihachiro loses his credibility
with his disciples and is exposed as a fraud. The rival is none other than the
man who had brainwashed his own mother years before, and a final show-
down between the two over Reiko ensues. Although the story ends with the
triumphant restoration of the woman to her family and to secular society,
like any good thriller, Charisma ends with the promise of the return of one
of these fiendish charlatans.

Charisma focuses on sensationalizing the character of the fraudulent
and salacious leader, following the pattern often seen in mass media por-
trayals of Aum leader Asahara Shoko, and the adult Heihachiro looks suspi-
ciously similar to Asahara (although the fictional guru is bald).”® Ordinary
people join the group because of real-world problems or concerns such as
curing a relative’s illness or performing well in school. Within the group,
however, the avaricious and concupiscent leader shrewdly uses the group asa
means for advancing his worldly ends while subjecting his followers to brain-
washing, entirely reshaping their values. This fundamental change in values,
combined with the use of esoteric and euphemistic language, leads to an
ability to rationalize extortion and murder—extortion becomes “donation”
or “seminar fee” and murder becomes “enlightenment” or “release.”*

Rhetorically, Charisma is vehemently secularist, serving as a warning
to people to avoid religion in general. Through the cases of the two women
who succumb to the group, Charisma humanizes the ordinary people who
are lured into “cults” while demonizing charlatan leaders. However, focus-
ing exclusively on the activities of “cult” leaders neglects conferring equal
responsibility on the audiences who support them.>> Charisma places an in-
ordinate amount of attention on the fiendish guru, while the adherents other
than the two women discussed above form a bland backdrop of forgettable
people. The resulting overall impression is that “cult” members lack indi-
viduality and autonomy; they are slavish and gullible victims of manipulative
swindlers. While it does provide some useful information about how groups
like Aum function (the use of euphemistic language for murder, for example)
Charisma’s overall analysis is rather simplistic.
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SECESSIONIST WORLDVIEWS: BELIEVERS

Yamamoto Naoki is a mangaka known for his explorations of human de-
sire and group mentality. His work has a strong erotic element but also in-
cludes social commentary through examinations of group behavior. Believ-
ers, which was serialized in the major manga publication Big Comics Spirits,
uses a psychologically and sexually tense narrative to provide commentary
on what draws people to “cults,” delving deeply into the epistemology and
motivations of the believers themselves.”® The manga portrays the world-
view of the group by introducing various nonsensical words that stand in
as euphemistic substitutes for other words (something common to all three
manga presented here and significant in light of Aum’s similar use of euphe-
mistic language).

The story takes place on a small island off the mainland of Japan. Two
young men and a young woman who share a strong critique of consumer-
ist society battle with their libidos, with their desires for the comforts of
mainland civilization, and with growing confusion and doubt regarding the
intentions of their “Teacher.” Additionally, as they engage in daily meditation
practices and attempts to develop their supposedly inherent supernatural
abilities, they all gradually succumb to an inability to distinguish hallucina-
tion from reality.

The three rely on nighttime shipments of supplies from the mainland,
but when the shipments become sporadic they are forced to forage for food.
As they adjust to this subsistence lifestyle, the believers attempt to develop
their telekinetic abilities and telepathy through assignments sent to them
via email from headquarters. They engage in daily meditation in which they
sit with their legs spread, placing the soles of their feet against those of the
other believers. They also engage in severe ascetic practices such as being
buried up to the neck without food or water for an entire day in order to pu-
rify themselves after committing some sort of transgression. Transgressions
can include those committed in dreams, and the believers carefully monitor
and share their dream experiences for hints of abnormal or unacceptable at-
titudes and behavior, especially lust.

The story spirals out of control when a group of inebriated young people
lands on the island. The partiers cannot understand the ascetic attitudes of
the believers, who in turn see the mainlanders as depraved, especially when
one of them makes sexual advances towards the female member (Vice Chair-
person) of their small community. With no apparent peaceful alternative,
the two men murder the mainlanders. Shortly afterward, perhaps spurred by
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the intensity of this experience, the woman and one of the men (Operator)
succumb to sexual temptation despite their vows of celibacy. Also burdened
with a vow of absolute honesty, the two guiltily confess only part of their
deed to the other man (Chairperson). His jealousy and anger lead to the final
disintegration of their small community. Ultimately, none of the three can
resist sexual temptation, especially given the pressure provided by their lim-
ited environment and the lack of supplies or communication from headquar-
ters. The initial couple makes increasingly frequent trysts in hidden spots on
the island, and Chairperson decides that he can only be cured of his sexual
desire by confronting it head-on—he forces Vice Chairperson to fellate him
in front of the other man as punishment.

Chairperson is slowly losing his grip on reality. After several days of
hallucinations brought on by strange foods provided from headquarters, he
rambles on incessantly about a space opera he is in the process of writing.
The others recognize that he is caught up entirely in a fictive universe and
growing mentally unstable. In order to resist his repeated demands for sexual
satisfaction from Vice Chairperson, they fight against him, eventually dis-
patching him to the mainland and creating an island paradise for two. Ef-
fectively seceding both from mainland society and, through relaxing their
vows, from their religious group, the two become increasingly confused as
their own ability to separate reality from hallucination grows weaker.

Yamamoto’s manga is notoriously erotic, and Believers is no exception.
While the story relies on some accurate information regarding secessionist
religions, it also uses the highly effective narrative technique of sexual titil-
lation to move the plot forward. The passionate time spent by the two lovers
draws attention away from their religious affiliation, except for the fact that
throughout their dialogue and shared experiences they struggle to reconcile
the teachings of their group, the Niko Niko Jinsei Senta (Smiley Life Cen-
ter) with their very human desires. The fantastic quality of their time alone
on the island is punctuated by their hallucinations—family members appear
and plead with them to return to their former lives, the corpses of the mur-
dered intruders haunt their memories.

In the final scenes, a huge group of believers arrives from the mainland
seeking refuge from secular antagonists. The leader distributes glasses of a
mysterious liquid to his seated followers (reminiscent of the 1978 Peoples
Temple group suicide) while guards with automatic weapons stand by, say-
ing that anybody who moves will be shot on suspicion of sedition. The leader
promises that by drinking the liquid all of his faithful will be able to leave the
polluted present world behind and go to “the land of peace.” Just then, mili-
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tary teams arrive in helicopters from the mainland, the woman disappears,
and Operator is captured in the ensuing battle with the authorities.

In prison, still unable to distinguish dream from reality, Operator es-
capes into a daydream world where his missing lover still waits for him.
Meanwhile, authorities investigating the group trace its origins back to a
computer game. The believers, drawn together through a common critique
of secular society and a strong desire to escape the consumer lifestyle, had
originally banded together through the electronic media they shared.

Many critics have isolated geek (otaku) culture as the source of attrac-
tion to Aum and similar groups.®® Tracing the source of the religion to a
video game undoubtedly strikes a strange chord with the manga audience,
since manga and video games are equated with geek culture in the popular
imagination. These themes also resonate with Aum’s membership, who were
bound together through a shared interest in occult literature, a dissatisfac-
tion with contemporary society and a corresponding desire to replace the
bad “data” of that society with something more “real”—namely, a search for
the “true self” and a desire to master the powers they perceived to be working
at the limits of scientific explanation.” Aum also developed an internal hi-
erarchy that evidently appealed to its young membership, and the characters
in Yamamoto’s work abandon their secular names in favor of their rank titles
much as Aum members took initiation names. Aum used euphemistic lan-
guage to refer to murder and to secular society, just as the believers do. While
the argument that geek culture breeds the tendency to become initiated in
groups like Aum is not entirely compelling or convincing on its own, Believ-
ers stands out as a well-researched, if sensational, exploration of some of the
connections between young people’s dissatisfaction with secular society and
isolationist religious groups.

A Twenty-first-Century Epic: 20th Century Boys

Post-Aum manga have used information about religion in an aesthetic fash-
ion (the horrific potential of “cults”) while providing a sort of education about
marginal movements’ structure and organization, including thinly veiled ref-
erences to Aum, the Peoples Temple, and similar groups notorious for their
violence. Among the various post-Aum manga, some works also mobilize
an epic narrative framework, featuring heroes with supernatural abilities
who save the world from apocalyptic destruction while rationally explaining
“cults” and the patterns of human behavior that give rise to them.
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As one example, Urasawa Naoki’s work 20th Century Boys (Nijii seiki
shonen; the final two volumes are entitled 21st Century Boys) uses a two-
tiered aesthetics regarding religion: it both criticizes “cults” and their vio-
lent behavior and celebrates its protagonists as flawed—but estimable and
miracle-working—heroes.®® 20th Century Boys therefore has an overall nar-
rative structure similar to epic literature, with the redemptive activities of
righteous and just superhuman protagonists set against an apocalyptic back-
drop. Urasawa’s work represents an important aspect of post-Aum attitudes
towards religion, presenting an inspirational story that fuses a sharp critique
of cults with a modern-day epic that includes cultic veneration of its fictive
miracle-working protagonists. This is particularly significant since Urasawa
is one of the most lauded mangaka in contemporary Japan; his work has
received considerable attention due to its commercial success, which derives
from its powerful imagery and content.®!

Like Believers, 20th Century Boys was serialized in the widely read Big
Comics magazine, Spirits, and on completion ran to nearly five thousand
pages in twenty-four volumes. The series is immensely popular throughout
Japan, has won prestigious manga awards, and has been turned into a three-
part live-action film. It boasts a convoluted and intriguing plot, an element
of foreboding associated with a mysterious evil genius, and irrepressibly like-
able protagonists.

In the story, the villain, known only as Tomodachi (Friend), starts a “cult”
with a clearly stated purpose of world domination. Tomodachi’s identity re-
mains in doubt throughout most of the series (he always wears a mask), al-
though it is clear that he is a childhood acquaintance of the protagonists.
Through his organization, Tomodachi effects psychological, physical, and
political control of Japan and eventually the entire planet.

Ironically, this evil organization was actually dreamed up by the pro-
tagonist Kenji in a childhood fantasy. In the summer of 1969, Kenji and his
friends, influenced by the apocalyptic themes they find in manga and films,
dream of their adult selves as superheroes who save the world from immi-
nent destruction. The friends create a logo for their group of heroes and while
away summer afternoons in their secret hideout dreaming up horrific catas-
trophes that might demand their heroic intervention. Giant robots equipped
with lasers and biological weapons, a deadly virus that wipes out huge parts
of the world’s population, flying saucers spreading panic—these are the fan-
tasies of the childhood friends.

For the boys, rock and roll and love and peace (symbolized by the 1969
Woodstock music festival), and the power of science (evidenced in the 1969
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moon landing and the various exhibits at the 1970 Osaka World Exposition)
are the quintessence of the twentieth century. They envision their future
selves living in a futuristic world filled with technological wonders and pow-
ered by a hard-driving rock and roll soundtrack. Yet as they grow older they
forget about their passion for peace and justice. Kenji pursues a dead-end
career as a rock musician, Occho becomes a selfish workaholic who suffers
a breakdown when his son dies, Yoshitsune is a timid yes-man with no am-
bition, and the other men in their group of childhood friends are similarly
washed up and resigned to the monotony of daily life.

The story actually begins in 1997, with Kenji working a miserable job as
the manager of a convenience store, responsible for the upbringing of his
niece (abandoned by his older sister), and harried by the franchise parent
corporation. Within this endless daily grind, Kenji gets word of the myste-
rious and uncharacteristic suicide of a childhood friend, Donkey. As Kenji
attempts to pursue the mystery of Donkey’s death, he runs into the logo of
the heroic organization from his childhood fantasies. Soon he discovers that
a secret organization called the “Tomodachi” (Friends) or “Tomodachikai*
(Friends’ Society) is using the mark as its logo. The villain and leader of the
group, Tomodachi, is clearly a figure from Kenji’s childhood. He knows de-
tails about Kenji’s past, and claims to be the father of Kenji’s niece.

Tomodachi, appropriating Kenji’s childhood plot, creates a real evil
organization to fight against Kenji and his friends, expropriating the logo
they had created for their group of futuristic heroes. Through contacts in
the police department and political suasion, the influential Tomodachi uses
the media to turn Kenji and his group into a mob of terrorists. The heroes
retreat to lives underground, sharing abandoned subway tunnels with the
city’s homeless. Tomodachi threatens the world with extinction by releasing
dangerous biological weapons on New Year’s Eve 2000, and Kenji and the
other childhood friends, having abandoned their careers and all semblance
of ordinary life, take a stand against him. The last scene before a major tem-
poral transition is the seven of them striding purposefully toward the giant
robot (modeled on Kenji’s childhood drawings) that is spraying a virulent
and instantly deadly virus throughout Tokyo. Later it becomes clear that the
Friends would blame Kenji and the other men and women for the robotic
terrorism. Through its shrewdly timed provision of vaccine for the citizens of
Tokyo and some clandestine political machinations, the Friends organization
is able to secure political control of Japan.

Fast-forward to the year 2014. Kanna, Kenji’s niece, is working as a de-
livery person for a Chinese restaurant in a dangerous section of the city
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(Kabukicho). Teenaged Kanna is clearly exceptional. She speaks Thai and
Chinese, displays extraordinary charisma (in one of her first appearances
as a teen she fearlessly steps between flying bullets and chastises rival gang
members in their respective languages, putting an end to the fight), and also
has preternatural luck; later we discover that Kanna actually has telekinetic
abilities and an unusual degree of empathy. The world in which Kanna lives
is one mainly run by the Friends, now also a powerful political party backed
by the religious organization (the Yaminto, or “Friends Party”).

Kanna uncovers a Tomodachikai plot to assassinate the Pope during
his visit to Tokyo, and she and the other protagonists rush to stop it. In the
days before the papal visit, Tomodachi himself is apparently killed, causing
the world to mourn the loss of its powerful and popular de facto leader. As
the Pope addresses crowds facing the decorated corpse of the deceased cult
leader turned politician, Tomodachi, in a masterful sleight-of-hand, rises
from his bed of flowers and steps in to save the Pope by taking a bullet (fired
by one of the Friends faithful) in his stead. Although it is not clear until later
how he managed this miraculous resurrection, with it the role of Tomodachi
as religious and political leader of the world is secured; the day marks the end
of the Western calendar and the beginning of the “Tomodachi Era.”

Yet Tomodachi’s vengeful plot is not finished, and Kenji and the other
protagonists are not dead. Tomodachi again threatens the world with extinc-
tion, this time with another virus spread throughout the world, killing many.
Yet because the Friends’ Party has shrewdly provided a portion of the world
population with a vaccine for the deadly virus, it now controls the entire
world through fear, propaganda, and careful policing. In this sense, Urasa-
wa’s work moves far beyond the other works described in this chapter, since it
presents the kind of utopia (dystopia?) a marginal religion would make, given
the resources and opportunity to do so.

Kanna survives as the leader of an underground resistance movement,
and occasionally has contact with her “uncles”—Kenji’s childhood friends.
Meanwhile, Kenji himself, presumed dead for years, returns from the out-
skirts of Japan on a motorcycle with only a guitar and apparently no memory.
Meanwhile, other characters revisit the childhood memories of Kenji and
the other boys through flashbacks and virtual reality simulations. Between
these virtual trips to the past and the inexorably developing future, Urasawa’s
narrative describes not just the potential for religious groups to use violence
(such as Aum) or to seek political power (as in the case of Aum, and of Soka
Gakkai through the political party Komeito), but also the potential for hu-
man beings to become cowed by fear or buoyed by feelings of cohesion. The
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world that Tomodachi develops reflects his childhood inferiority complex as
well as the human tendency to band together under strong leadership, even
if it is false or evil.

People in the glorious future Tomodachi has provided for them live in
ramshackle housing in constant fear of overzealous police and alien inva-
sions. Meanwhile, Tomodachi, fanatic about the promise of future technology
found in his beloved manga from childhood, spends considerable amounts of
energy on developing laser guns, flying saucers, and photon bombs. In this
way Urasawa also plays on the tendency of groups like Aum to occupy spaces
rooted in fiction as much as in reality, tracing problems to geek culture in his
own way.

Urasawa’s work maintains the “evil cult” theme by presenting a religion
as the cause of the impending apocalypse (on three separate occasions), but
also relies on the model of a small group of protagonists equipped with su-
pernatural powers saving the world. Over the course of the story many of
these protagonists display some sort of superhuman quality. They are vari-
ously clairvoyant, telekinetic, equipped with supernatural strength or cha-
risma, or even resurrected from the dead.

In contrast to these heroes, although Tomodachi does seem to display
supernatural powers, time and again his abilities are revealed as nothing
more than a sham, further emphasizing suspicion regarding “religion” and
rhetorically reinforcing the true abilities of the protagonists. As one example,
in a flashback scene one character describes helping another follower winch
Tomodachi up so that it appears he is floating. A simple ruse to promote faith
among credulous followers early in Tomodachi’s career as a religious leader,
the character realizes the true power of Tomodachi’s illusion when the other
assistant, holding the rope that anchors the floating man, looks up and says,
“He really is floating!” Urasawa is therefore able to both criticize “cults” as
manipulative organizations and simultaneously to celebrate the use of su-
pernatural powers in extreme situations. This latter element gives his work
an epic narrative structure, especially in light of Tomodachi’s persecution of
the protagonists, which lends an added urgency to the righteousness of their
mission.

KANNA

The character that displays the greatest collection of powers is Kanna, a
young woman who wields an intense charisma capable of binding warring
groups together and forging immediate connections with people in desper-
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ate times. She can bend spoons telekinetically and also can destroy objects at
will in extreme situations.®? In addition to these supernatural powers, she has
an unusual ability to dodge bullets, she has incredible athletic reflexes, and
she always wins at games of chance. As the Ice Queen (the leader of an un-
derground resistance movement), Kanna is not just obeyed, but also treated
with respect bordering on reverence. Many of her followers (largely drawn
from among the homeless, gangsters, and other fringe elements of society)
would die for her without hesitation. In short, due to the combination of
her exceptional charisma, supernatural abilities, and dedication to her cause,
Kanna takes on a role similar to that of a religious leader.

KENJI

In part, Kanna’s authority is derived from her uncle Kenji, the leader of the
group of boys in childhood. Kenji’s disappearance after facing the giant ma-
rauding robot at the turn of the century leads to his martyrdom among the
resistance, and his return late in the narrative functions as a kind of “resur-
rection.” It is Kenji's commitment to justice that serves as continual moral
inspiration for Kanna and the other protagonists. Kenji's music serves also as
a point of communion for the underground, and eventually one of his songs
becomes a hymn of liberation. When groups of citizens finally decide to
stand up and resist the Friends regime, Kenji’s music, broadcast from speak-
ers in homes throughout Tokyo, gives them strength. Like the boys’ child-
hood visions of Woodstock—the themes of love and peace pursued through
rock and roll and crowds of people unhindered by fences or boundaries—the
people gathered in Tokyo for Kenji’s triumphant return abandon fear of au-
thority and gather for the sake of the music, both mournful and uplifting,
that Kenji has written.®3

THE RESISTANCE COMMUNITY

Gathered around Kanna and Kenji are a group of individuals who all have
sworn to end Tomodachi’s reign and return peace to the world. In his ab-
sence, Kenji’s presence is felt through the mythology surrounding his brave
attempt to stop the marauding robot at the turn of the twenty-first century.
Although due to the influence of the Friends he has been vilified in the me-
dia as a terrorist responsible for the death and destruction, to the resistance
community he is hailed as a martyr. Kanna serves as de facto leader in Kenji’s
absence, and here her charisma allows her to act as a political and religious
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figurehead whose followers will offer their lives on her behalf if she asks.
Kenji’s music acts as a hymn for the group, and they all sing the wordless
refrain as a way of encouraging themselves in adverse situations. A homeless
clairvoyant man who is called Kamisama (a Japanese word of reverence for
deities or spirits) joins the fight against the Friends by giving prophecies to
the protagonists, thus becoming a central figure among Kanna’s followers. In
short, the resistance movement, due to a combination of the persecution it
suffers under Tomodachi’s government, the mythology surrounding Kenji’s
martyrdom, Kanna’s charismatic leadership and telekinetic abilities, and Ka-
misama’s prophecies, takes on the character of a religious organization.

Considering the fact that its members are persecuted and reviled by
the wider society in the postapocalyptic world managed by the Friends, and
considering the fact that it does resort to violence for the sake of peace and
justice, within the frame of the story the group of protagonists can be con-
sidered a marginal religious and political group devoted to Kenji’s memory
and headed by Kanna. Within the group, the epic story of Kenji’s heroism,
the power of Kanna’s charisma, the appeal of Kenji’s music, and the fervent
commitment to the cause displayed by all of the members act as markers of
the group’s religiosity. Yet because these characters are the protagonists of
the story (and thus necessarily righteous), the audience perceives them not as
shady “cult” members but rather as unjustly persecuted heroes. The cult (ven-
eration) of Kanna and Kenji is thus not immediately nor explicitly equated
with the violent and aberrant “cult” that serves as a foil for their heroism (the
Friends).

IMPROVISED NARRATIVE DEVICES AND TERRORIST PLOTS

20th Century Boys thus takes on an epic dimension. The extremism of the
plot elements (apocalypse, indiscriminate terrorism, fervent devotion to a
cause by both Friends and the protagonists’ resistance movement) is pre-
cisely the appeal of the story. Furthermore, the proliferation of speculative
exegesis surrounding the most mysterious elements of the story (namely, the
actual identity of Tomodachi) on fan message boards also places it in the
third usage of cult given above.%* 20th Century Boys, while immensely popu-
lar, has become a something of a “cult classic.” As such, the manga speaks to
something its audience craves, and I argue that it is both an explanation of
how cults like Aum come to be and a narrative characterized by an extreme
plot (righteous heroes staving off the destruction of the world) that the audi-
ence desires.
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Urasawa and his fans would no doubt downplay or deny the possibility
of the manga having a religious dimension or serving a religious function.
However, it seems that Urasawa’s narrative techniques have contributed to
the story’s mythic and epic qualities. That is, if myth can be defined as a
story that uses fiction to tell the truth about a natural or social phenom-
enon, and if an epic often involves exceedingly tenacious heroes endowed
with supernatural abilities acting bravely despite seemingly insurmountable
challenges, then 20th Century Boys is a contemporary myth that seeks to ex-
plain, through fiction, the existence of “cults” and religious terrorism while
simultaneously mobilizing the inspirational quality of an epic.

Urasawa’s story therefore harbors intriguing implications regarding the
human attraction to religion that nuance the simplistic image of the delu-
sional “evil cult” and its sane, secular victims. His protagonists, desperate to
save the world as they see fit, are turned into terrorists by the forces arrayed
against them. In the dystopia created by the Friends, they are treated as vil-
lains and radical fringe elements of society. They collect weapons, organize
subversive movements, and resort to violence on many occasions. They act
to save the world by whatever means necessary for the sake of their percep-
tion of peace and justice. Urasawa has deftly placed his protagonists into
the double role of religious heroes and terrorist martyrs, and their cause is
one with which the audience necessarily identifies. In the early twenty-first
century, which has already been characterized by so much religious violence,
Urasawa’s work hits home as both a celebration and condemnation of hu-
manity’s tendency towards religious extremism and the ideal of fighting for
justice, however it might be perceived.

My request for an interview with Urasawa received no response, so un-
fortunately I cannot directly share his thoughts on this particular work.
Urasawa speaks primarily through his work, not about it, and I can only hy-
pothesize about his underlying motivations as follows. First, it seems clear
that the Aum Shinrikyo incident served as a model for part of Urasawa’s
narrative.®® [ also speculate that another major point in contemporary reli-
gious history—the attacks on the United States on 11 September 2001 and
the continuing aftereffects that have embroiled multiple countries and their
citizens in wars on terror and continuing acts of indiscriminate terrorism—
also contributed to Urasawa’s depictions of the future world run by the To-
modachikai. Urasawa has publicly expressed frustration that fans have fo-
cused more on the mystery of Tomodachi’s identity than on the point of his
story, and I further surmise that Urasawa’s frustration lies in his hope that
his readership might pay attention to the tension created in the story by the
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very anonymity of the character.®® Because Tomodachi could be anyone, he
could just as easily represent everyone.

Urasawa’s work thus undermines the common narrative tendency to use
aberrant “cults” as foils for an apparently normal secular society. He draws
his readers into the potentially disturbing recognition that their own attrac-
tion to Kenji, Kanna, and their cause (albeit fictional) may be frighteningly
similar to the narratives created by groups like Aum Shinrikyo. On my read-
ing, Urasawa equates people’s attraction to “cults” with their attraction to
participation in the extreme events of miracles, apocalypse, or redemption.
As one of his characters states relatively late in the story, “It doesn’t matter.
To them, anything is fine . . . they just want something in which to believe!”*’

Another telling exchange happens in the middle of the final volume,
which is the second volume of 21st Century Boys. Urasawa’s thinly veiled self-
referential characters, a group of mangaka, discuss how to finish the story on
which they are working, perhaps reflecting Urasawa’s own internal debates—
or debates with his editors—about how to end the narrative:

Kamata: The protagonist saved the world from crisis!! After that, what do

we do?
Ujiko: What do you think, Mr. Kamata?
Kamata: Hmmm . . . If it ends like this it’s boring . . .. That’s all I know.

Ujiko: What if the enemy reappeared once more?
Kaneko: Yeah, like the Terminator or Jason.

Kamata: OK, and then what finally happens to the hero?
Kaneko: Does he die?

Ujiko: 1 don’t want to make him die.

[Pause]

Kaneko: Heroes, right .... Theyre heroes at the very instant that they
win....

Ujiko: That moment is the climax, but if they live then there’s old age . . ..

Kamata: That’s why the endings you often see in heroic stories are that the
protagonist disappears off to somewhere, or . . . dies . . ..

Ujiko: 1t makes me sad to think that way . .. .%8

Although Tomodachi is defeated as the story winds to a close, a final ne-
farious trap is revealed. A photon bomb capable of destroying the world lies
hidden someplace in Tokyo, and the giant robot (guided by one of the Tomo-
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dachi faithful) reappears as the trigger for the bomb. Kenji again heroically
intervenes, and significantly this is juxtaposed with Urasawa’s thinly veiled
reflexive explorations of what makes a good denouement (as in the exchange
above). I suggest that Urasawa’s decision to finish the story with Kenji’s he-
roic intervention to save the world from Tomodachi’s final posthumous trap
was based on his (perhaps reluctant) acceptance of the fact that the audience
desired an epic ending characterized by the aesthetics of extremity.

Finally—and again this is speculative—Urasawa may have decided that
this seemingly heroic ending would actually be nearly horrific, for the ven-
eration accorded to Kenji and Kanna and their group has merely replaced,
not obliterated, the need (in their fictional world or in ours) for something or
someone in which to believe, even at the expense of reason or the adoption
of violence. In other words, just as stories in the horror genre nearly always
conclude with the return or revival of the fiendish antagonist (the Termina-
tor or Jason, in the exchange above, and obviously in Tomodachi’s posthu-
mous trap), in Urasawa’s work the superficial triumph of Kenji and Kanna
may actually indicate the “return” or reappearance of horrific and violent
tendencies in his audience, the very tendencies represented by the extremity
of the Tomodachikai and its terror.

Denouement

The three post-Aum manga briefly presented here exist on a spectrum in
terms of their conclusions about “cults,” “cult” leaders, and “cult” adherents.
Charisma simply depicts “cults” as the product of conniving and lascivious
leaders’ quests for power. As such, it does little to explain the complex con-
nections between leaders and followers, except to explain these connections
away with the concept of brainwashing. Yamamoto Naoki makes a stronger
case in Believers by tying the believers’ motivations for joining the group back
to the everyday medium of video games. In the manga format, this explana-
tion is rhetorically effective because in the popular imagination manga and
video games form intersecting aspects of geek subculture, which has in turn
often been blamed for the rise of groups like Aum. Believers also positively
benefits from the erotic elements of its story (also apparent in Charisma
but absent in 20th Century Boys), both because many marginal religions are
imagined to promote unorthodox sexual arrangements and because their
leaders are often suspected of sexually abusing their disciples.
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Yet, among these, 20th Century Boys is the most nuanced and perhaps
the most disturbing. Urasawa manages to make heroes out of terrorists,
turning his protagonists into messiahs and martyrs who fight against an op-
pressive regime (the world created by the “evil cult”). The story is ultimately
a relativization of values: even as violent “cults” are criticized, the inherent
moral integrity and supernatural abilities—in short, the religious nature—of
the protagonists is valorized, and their ability to wield violence for the sake
of justice celebrated.

Manga and anime provide a window into the complex and shifting rela-
tionships between secularism, religiosity, and entertainment that influence
contemporary attitudes towards religious practice and affiliation in Japan.
Works like Akira and Nausicad that elaborated on the themes of apocalypse,
messianic figures, and the use of supernatural powers clearly influenced the
membership of Aum Shinrikyo. Aum’s own production of manga and anime
in order to proselytize reflects the group’s recognition of these media as effec-
tive tools in disseminating religious content. Additionally, some manga pro-
duced after Aum’s terrorist activities became widely publicized have played
on the model that Aum has come to represent, attempting—with varying
degrees of success—to explain the attractiveness of “cults” and their inter-
nal workings (mind control, the use of euphemistic language, secession from
secular society). Finally, commercially successful, award-winning manga like
20th Century Boys seem to reflect both a critique of religion and a revalida-
tion of the concept of a small group of people armed with supernatural pow-
ers working to save the world, taking on an epic narrative structure and a
tone similar to religious stories designed to inspire and instruct.

Although Urasawa may not have a specific religious message to transmit,
his work provides readers with a sobering look at humanity’s inclination to-
wards religion. He subtly emphasizes the fact that no matter how much we
may criticize specific religious groups for their deception, their fraud, or their
violence, we are still attracted to stories that present superhuman, righteous
individuals and their unwavering efforts to save the world. The aesthetics of
extremity is related to the thrill of narratives depicting religious violence, but
it also provides the appeal for the heroism of characters like Kanna and Kenji.
The cult of veneration surrounding these protagonists within the narrative is
intimately related to the epic structure of the narrative itself.

Although the twenty-first century has thus far been plagued by religious
terrorism, the attitudes towards religion that we can trace through this par-
ticular manga suggest that authors and audiences are filled with both opti-
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mism and trepidation regarding the future of religions, secular societies, and
their conflicts. The seemingly mutually exclusive categories of (evil) terrorist
and (righteous) freedom fighter are really two sides of the same coin. Both
represent human attraction to the pursuit of the highest ideals at all costs,
adumbrating an aesthetic of extremity that is simultaneously awe inspiring
and—truly—terrifying.
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= CLOSURE

I\/\ anga and anime reflect the protean—and often conflicting—interests
of the people who produce and consume them. Although they are of-
ten simply sources of profit for producers and diversion for audiences, they
sometimes feature moving pictures and stories that may animate audiences,
prompting the creation or perpetuation of religious frames of mind. The re-
ligious aspects of manga and anime culture are visible in the ways in which
people visualize religious worlds, entertain religious ideas, and appropriate
religious sites and concepts for novel purposes.

Creators of popular illustrated fiction re-create religion by depicting ap-
parently religious themes—characters, settings, plots—in a variety of modes
that reflect attitudes ranging from piety to playfulness. Some of these por-
trayals closely resemble traditional religious stories and iconography. Some
stretch the limits of plausibility in their irreverent depictions of formal re-
ligious doctrines, rituals, and ideals. Yet the adulteration of traditional reli-
gious vocabulary, imagery, and concepts does not necessarily imply religious
degeneration or decline, nor does the deployment of religious imagery or vo-
cabulary indicate formal commitment to any particular religion.

Audiences re-create religion in the interpretation and exegesis that ac-
company narrative and visual reception. In some cases, the verisimilitude of
fictive worlds—regardless of their fidelity to formal religious cosmologies—is
so entirely convincing that figments become facts and chimera incarnate. In
their religious frames of mind, audiences imaginatively animate the char-
acters that populate fictional universes, granting them vitality beyond the
frames on the page and outside the layered cels that make up a scene. Jesus
and the Buddha become the boys who live next door, tree spirits lurk in the
forests on the island of Yakushima. Furthermore, through this imaginative
compositing of fictive and empirical realities, audiences can be animated by
stories in turn, prompted to ethical and ritual action. Fictional figures like
Nausicaa become role models deserving emulation, and visiting Yasukuni
Shrine becomes a moral imperative.
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Closure

The field is rich and its subject matter fecund, leaving considerable lat-
itude for future study. I encourage others to use manga and anime that I
have not discussed—particularly products marketed primarily to girls and
women—to examine other aspects of religious production and consumption
that I may have overlooked or merely noted in passing. I also expect that fu-
ture studies will necessarily include more emphasis on the material aspects
of religious manga and anime culture, including the technical apparatuses
used in the production of these products, the anime- and manga-derived
paraphernalia such as ema and amulets (omamori) that are currently pro-
liferating at formally religious institutions, and the toys that help fans get in
touch with their favorite characters. There are also other embodied aspects
of manga and anime culture that I have not addressed. These include the
physical discipline of producing thousands of meticulously drawn images,
the technical skill of punctiliously arranging the cels that comprise a single
scene in an anime, the multisensory experience of attending fan conven-
tions, the vicarious, votary, and dramatic qualities of cosplay masquerade,
and the virtual and actual embodied experience of playing video games re-
lated to manga and anime.

Finally, studies of religion and religiosity do not necessitate the study of
formal religions and their doctrines. Building on recent research into emer-
gent religions, everyday religion, religious visual culture, and the authenticity
of ostensibly ersatz religious practices, this book sketches a somewhat novel
approach to these subfields within the study of religion but at the peripheries
of studies of specific religious traditions. The methodological combination of
history, ethnography, and formal analysis of narrative and image has served
the purpose of taking a synchronic snapshot of contemporary Japanese re-
ligion (as seen through the viewfinder of manga and anime) while also pro-
viding a diachronic narrative of the development of illustrated vernacular
religious media over time. Taking a page from its subject matter, this study
has situated a static image—the state of contemporary Japanese vernacular
religious media—within a larger narrative flow that gives an impression of
movement, from its premodern precursors to—through the imaginative pro-
cess of closure—its possible future iterations or manifestations.
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distinction between kibyoshi and manga is explored below.

For an overview of pictorial exposition worldwide, see Mair (1988).

W. Tanabe (1988, esp. 50-52).

Ruch (1992).

Kaminishi (2006, 54).

Ibid. (31-54).

Yamagishi (1994).

The Jigoku zoshi (Hell Picture Scroll) and other examples can be found on
the website of the Tokyo National Museum (http://www.tnm.jp/modules/
r_collection/index.php?controller=dtl&colid=A10942&t=type&id=11, n.d.).
Kaminishi (2006, 74—99).
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Ruch (2002).
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Yonei (1999b).

Moerman (2005).

Collcutt (2009).

Kaminishi (2006, 31-54).

Horton (2007, 17).

Kaminishi (2006, 54). Kaminishi focuses on Buddhism in her book, but the
Shinto tradition also demonstrates the use of image in explicating mythology
and doctrine. On the culture of etoki, especially its practitioners and its con-
tent, see Ruch (2002). Ruch describes how the intended audience (women, for
example) led to changes in efoki sermon content. Also see Ruch (1992). The
specificity of audience needs applies to contemporary manga and anime as
well; see Berndt (2008, 296-298).

Kaminishi (2006, 193).

For example, Pandey (2008); Takahata (1999).

For one example, see Ito (2008). For a critique, see the aforementioned Berndt
essay in the same volume.

Kitahara (2005, 87—149).

Kaminishi (2006, 31-54).

Kern (2006, 35); also see Berry (2006).

Kern (2006, 8).

Ibid. (37-41).

Ibid. (10). As Nam-lin Hur (2000) has suggested, the brothel and temple cul-
tures of Edo were, in some respects, two sides of the same coin.

Kern (2006, 112).

Tbid. (97-98).

Thid. (104).

Ibid. (26).

Tto (2008, 30—32).

Ibid. (35-37).

Sharp and Arnold 2002.

See Stalker (2008, 108-141). Whelan (2007) discusses the role of film in the
practices of GLA (God Light Association).

Kata (2004).

Kata (2004, 3—7). On these moralistic stories, see Matisoff (1992, 234-261).
Kinsella (2000, 24).

Foster (2008; 2009a; 2009b, 160-203); Schodt (1996, 177-182); also see Papp
(2009).

Mizuki (2000).

Japanese features two types of mimetic vocabulary: giongo are onomatopoetic
words that represent sounds, and gitaigo are words that represent actions, tac-
tile sensations, or facial expressions.
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Kinsella (2000, 42-44); Schodt (1996, 25).
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McCloud (1993, 35-45).

Natsume (1997, 172-178).
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Schodt (1996, 25).

Motohiro (2007, 38—39).

Berndt (2008, 301-305).

Schodt (1996, 263).

Most notably, MacWilliams (2000, 2002).

Natsume (1997, 66-96).

McCloud (1993, 113-114).

Schodt (1996, 26).
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Natsume (1997, 80—-124).

Tezuka (1993 [vol. 6], 246-247).

McCloud (1993, 35-45, esp. 43-45).

Funazuka n.d., http://www.sotozen-net.or.jp/.
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MacWilliams (2000).
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Kure (2009, 230).

Until recently, Kofuku no Kagaku was translated as the “Institute for Research
in Human Happiness,” or IRH.

Lamarre (2009, 12-25).

Napier (2001, 10); Poitras (2008, 62—63).

Azuma (2009, 11).

Ibid.

Lamarre (2009, 64—67).

Aramaki (2004, based on Shirow 1985); Kon (2006, based on Tsutsui 1997).
Lamarre (2009, 64—66).

Drazen (2003, 21).

Arias (2006, based on Matsumoto 1994).

See especially the scene from 43:45 to 46:15.

Morgan (2005).

Ishii (1996, 203).
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Nakamura H. (2009).

Kobayashi (2009).

Kure (2009); Yamanaka (1996).

Yumiyama (2005).

Marsh (2009).

There were about one hundred students in all. When minors’ responses were
removed I had a sample size of eighty-seven.

The main problem with the survey was that it was too long. I wanted to de-
termine if students’ attitudes towards religion, religions, and spirituality were
consistent with the findings of Inoue Nobutaka and others who had recently
conducted similar surveys, and students took so much time answering these
questions that some of them ran out of time when it came to answering the
questions specifically about manga and anime. Additionally, the students had
all heard me talk about my research in general terms prior to taking the sur-
vey, which no doubt influenced their responses. Finally, the ambiguity of the
phrasing of the questions that sought to determine whether students” world-
views had been changed by manga and anime in ways that might be consid-
ered religious (either by themselves or by clerics or scholars) made the results
somewhat inconclusive. Fortunately, students’ written responses to lectures I
had given at the same institution a year prior (30 June 2006) provided some
useful material that somewhat compensated for these shortcomings.

My findings were not terribly different from those of a (more rigorous) study
conducted two years prior. See Inoue N. (2006).

Only 21.8 percent of respondents said that they had not had such feelings or
experiences, meaning that around 20 percent of respondents chose not to an-
swer the question.

[ used a snowball sampling method to conduct interviews with acquaintances
and friends of acquaintances. Most interviews were conducted in 2007.

Anno (1995-1996); Kobayashi (2005); Takei (1998).

The students filled out the survey after I had finished a brief lecture on study-
ing as a foreigner in Japan and, as part of that, had introduced the topic and
some of the content of my research on religious manga culture. Students’ re-
ports of the effects of manga and anime on their worldviews can only be taken
at face value given this context, and obviously I have focused on externally
verifiable data such as ritual practice and conversion in this and other chap-
ters because they are more reliable (or at least suggestive) indicators of the ef-
fectiveness of manga and anime in educing or inculcating religious attitudes.
In my lecture, I had mentioned Phoenix as an example of the type of manga I
Wwas examining.
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“International Information” and “Introduction to International Relations” on
30 June 2006. Personal communication, 12 July 2006.

For an equivalent look into young people’s absorption of religious information
in the United States, see Clark (2007).

Hirafuji (2007). The concept of “hyper-mythology” is based on Inoue
Nobutaka’s concept of “hyper-religion.” See Inoue N. (1999, 115-178).

Hirafuji (2007, 168).

Yonei 1999a, 379. English text is from the online translation, accessed at http://
eos.kokugakuin.ac.jp/modules/xwords/entry.php?entrylD=1181.

From an Inuyasha fan site: http://www.freewebs.com/inuyasha6/. Accessed 25
January 2007. Also see Takahashi R. (1997).

Shirow (1991). For an example of the type of vocabulary used in English, see
Schodt (1996, 320, illustration). Tendai is a Buddhist sect, whereas Susanoo
is a Shinto deity.

Hagazono (1998 [vol. 4], 206). I discuss the epic functions of such extreme
settings in Chapter 4.

Nakamura H. (2008 [vol. 1], 3 [my pagination]). The joke depends on the near-
homophonous relationship between the words “Hottoke” (scram!) and “ho-
toke” (a buddha).

Ibid. (131-132 [pagination and emphasis added]). Daigomi was originally a
loan word used to describe unexcelled Buddhist awakening. It is now used
colloquially to describe the “true flavor” or “essence” of something.

Furuya (2000).

Tbid. (27-28).

Takei (1997).

Takei (1997 [vol. 3], Afterword, 190-191).

Ibid. (191).

Ohba and Obata (2004-2006).

Ohba and Obata (2004 [vol. 1], 49).

Hotta and Obata (1999).

Fujishima (1991).

Yamamura (2007).

Tbid. (206-207).

Nakamura R. (1998).

See Thomas (2009, 206). For a detailed analysis of the film, see Napier (2007).

I use the word “apocalypse” here to indicate a style of literature that features
cataclysmic events that happen because of divine intervention or that other-
wise have some sort of soteriological significance.

Anno (1995-1996).

Anno (1997).
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Tada I. (1998, 139).

Tbid. (147-148); Okada (1997).

Maki Koji (2004).

Ibid. (i [added pagination]).

See the scene beginning at 1:10:20 and lasting until 1:11:30 in Arias (2006). For
the manga, see Matsumoto (1994 [vol. 3], 22-23, 31-33).

CLAMP (2003); Morohoshi (1996).

Yamanaka (1996, 164—-167).

Okuse and Meguro (2001-2004).

Umezu (1997).

Koike (2002-2009).

The store is Village Vanguard, in the Shimokitazawa area of Tokyo.

The meditation center demonstrates its powers over the phenomenal world
through spoon-bending displays in television advertisements.

The only other place I have seen the manga carried is the Junkudd in Shinjuku,
Tokyo, in June 2010.

See the MIXI fan community at http://mixi.jp/view_community.pl?id=44959.
Last accessed 17 September 2011. See the 5 December 2009 thread entitled “I
tried to think of why Mr. Koike is [so] unprolific” and the 5 December 2009
thread entitled “Please share your impressions of Volume 3 (spoiler alert!).”
Post #1 on “Please share your impressions of Volume 3 (spoiler alert!).”

“Iyd, omoshirokatta. Hi no tori irai no kamoshirenai.”

Inoue T. (1998-2007). Personal interviews with Satd Kenji, 24 April 2007, and
Kurosaki Shin, 26 July 2007.

Yumiyama et al. (2003, 16). See Ogino (1997).

Personal communication, 5 April 2007.

For an introduction to the realm of cosplay, see Winge (2006).

For a discussion of ritual activity and media, see Grimes (2002).

Jesse LeFebvre photographed and informed me of this ema. Unfortunately,
cannot reproduce the image here.

See Reader and Tanabe (1998) for many examples of ema.

Ishii (1996, 205). Also see Imai (2009).

Personal interview with Sato Kenji, 24 April 2007.

Okano and Yumemakura (1999).

Thanks to Carolyn Pang for indicating this connection in her paper at the
Harvard East Asian Studies Graduate Student Conference (2007).

Miller (2008).

Uchiyama and Fukui (2004, 12-13).

Tada K. and Takujinsha (2005).

Mizuki (2000, 332).

Baron and Yamaori (1990).
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Yamaori (1990, 3-8).

Dobbins (2004, 107-121).

Hiro Sachiya is a pseudonym. For an overview and analysis of his works, see
G. Tanabe (2004). Examples of manga adaptations of Hiro Sachiya’s work in-
clude Hiro Sachiya and Tatsumi (1992) and Hiro Sachiya and Koshiro (1994).
Pye and Triplett (2007, 59-76, esp. 61-68).

Ibid. (61).

[shii (1996, 203).

Okada (1997, 207-213).

Kitahara (2005, 87-149, 64-67).

Honda (2008 [1979], 150-151).

Kitahara (2005, 87); Tsukada 2009, 102-103.

Note that although the anime takes an overtly internationalist stance with
the inclusion of two obviously non-Japanese characters, these characters re-
veal themselves to be spiritually inferior to their Japanese peers.

Thanks to Tsukada Hotaka, a colleague and mentor at the University of Tokyo
(now at Kokugakuin University), for the statistics on Kofuku no Kagaku pub-
lications. See Tsukada (2010).

Matsumoto (1994 [vol. 2], 13-14; 58). Also see the anime version directed by
Michael Arias, esp. the scene beginning at roughly 38:45 and lasting until
roughly 41:48.

Urasawa (2000 [vol. 1], 102).

Kobayashi (1995, 5-16).

Kobayashi (1998).

Kobayashi (2005).

Kobayashi (2009, 31-38).

Watanabe N. (2007, 66-77).

The survey took place in June 2007; the casual conversation took place in
June 2009.

N&j6 (1990-1991).

N0j6 Jun'ichi Domei: http://kochi.cool.ne.jp/nojo_domei/index.html. Last ac-
cessed 8 March 2010. The “Cool Online” web server discontinued service as
of 30 June 2011 (attempted to access 18 September 2011).

I purchased all four volumes in hardback, used, for the extremely low price of
400 yen in 2006—Tless than a dollar per volume at the time.

Uchiyama and Fukui (2004, 12-13).

Takahata (1994).

See the scene from roughly 1:07 to 1:17 in Takahata (1994).

Tezuka (1993).

Tezuka (1997, 75-82).

Tezuka (1997, 77).
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Interview with Kurosaki Shin, 26 July 2007.

MacWilliams (2002).

Kageyama (1992, 284-287).

Personal interview with Morimoto Ari, 4 May 2007.

Tezuka Production (1994).

Tezuka (1993 [vol. 12], 190-191).

Tezuka Production (1994, 208—209).

Shahar (1996, 193-194).

Miuchi (1994, 1995).

See Miuchi’s website: http://homepage2.nifty.com/suzu/profile/profile_top
htm. Last accessed 29 November 2007.

Shimazono (2007b, 43). Shimazono also mentioned to me in person that
Miuchi regularly leads tour groups to “power spots” like Tenkawa Benzaiten
Shrine as a quasi-religious leader. For one article that touches on religious
dimensions of Miuchi’s work, see Suter (2009).

Yamamoto S. (2002).

Yamanaka (1996, 162).

See Anonymous (n.d.). Last accessed 19 September 2011. Thanks to Erica
Baffelli of Otago University for the link.

See her blog post “Esu hitorigoto no. 1" http://www.cosmo.ne.jp/~sumihime/
monolog/No0OLhtml. Last accessed 18 September 2011.

Yoneyama (1995).

Tsushima Hirofumi, “Subikari Koha Sekai Shindan,” online Encyclopedia of
Shinto, http://eos kokugakuin.ac.jp/modules/xwords/entry.php?entrylD=662.
Accessed 20 September 2006.

For example, when he was a teenager he spent a night in a temple, and saw a
human figure floating in the air above his head.

Hardacre (1998).

Stalker (2008).

Hardacre (1998).

Broder (2008).

Davis (1980). I speculate, but haven't definitively confirmed, that Kuroda drew
some of the illustrations in Davis’ figures. See Davis (33, 40).

Yoneyama (1995, 68-74).

Ibid. (73-74).

The magazine can be found at http://www.ai200.com/. Accessed 8 January
2007.

For a detailed explanation of Mahikari cosmology, which directly influenced
Kuroda’s teachings, see Davis (1980, 64-98).

Kuroda’s wife told me that the group’s usage of the word hikari, or light, is
actually closer to “vibration.”
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Kuroda (1987, 1990-1991, 1999, 2000, 2003, 2004).
Kuroda (1987, 4-5; emphasis in the original).
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While most of Miyazaki’s films are not based on manga, one exception is the
seven-volume manga series Nausicad of the Valley of the Wind (Kaze no Tani
no Naushika), discussed in more detailin the next chapter. Ironically, Miyazaki
is disparaging of the televised series that generally derive from manga, which
he describes pejoratively as “anime.” He prefers to describe his own work as
“manga film.” See Lamarre (2006, 130).

Berndt (2008, 296-297). The overabundance of articles on Miyazaki and his
oeuvre can be seen in the database of academic articles on manga and anime
maintained by Mikhail Koulikov: http://corneredangel.com/amwess/. Last ac-
cessed 10 December 2010.

Drazen (2003, 37); Inoue S. (2004); McCarthy (1999); Napier (2000); Poitras
(2008, 59); Shimizu (2001).

Imai (2009).

Boyd and Nishimura (2004); Wright (2005); Wright and Clode (2004);
Yamanaka (2008).

Inoue S. (2004, 99-121); Masaki (2001, 2002).

Hirafuji (2009); Pike (2009, esp. 69-70).

Wright (2005, 1 [my pagination]).

Havens (2006).

Boyd and Nishimura (2004, 8 [my pagination]).

Yamanaka (2008, 252-253).

Plate (2003, 1; emphasis in the original).

Lyden (2003, 2-3).

Ibid. (32-35).

Ibid. (4).

Plate (2003, 5).

Grimes (2002, 220).

Lutgendorf (2003, 22).

Ibid. (26).

Ibid. (21).

Plate (2003, 1).

Nasreen Munni Kabir, Bollywood: The Indian Cinema Story (London: Channel
4 Books, 2001), quoted in Lutgendorf (2003, 19).

Plate (2003, 4).

Plate (2008, ix—x); Shimazono (2004, 300-301).
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Notes to Pages 109113

McCarthy (1999), 89; quoted in English in Mes 2002, 3 [my pagination]. I bor-
rowed this section heading from the title of G. Tanabe (2007).

These attitudes are generally representative of the types of thought Shimazono
describes in his chapter on “New Spirituality Movements and Culture.” See
Shimazono (2004, 293-305). On Miyazaki’s nostalgia, see Yamanaka (2008)
and Yoshioka (2008).

From the Japan Times Weekly, 28 September 2002, cited in English in Boyd
and Nishimura (2004, 5; my pagination).

Wright (2005, 2 [my pagination]). Wright’s use of the word “spiritualism” is
inexact; it seems that she actually means “spirituality” in this instance.
Quoted in English in Vintacelli (1999, 3 [my pagination]). Also see Yamanaka
(2008, 251).

Mes (2002, 4 [my pagination]).

Miyazaki (1984).

Miyazaki (1988).

Miyazaki (1997).

Miyazaki (2001).

Yamanaka (1996, 176).

Ibid. (esp. 175-181).

Ibid. (181).

Shimizu (2001, 133-137).

Ibid. (141-142).

Cited in English in an interview with Charles T. Whipple (1994), 8-9 (my page
numbering).

Miyazaki, cited in Takeuchi (1992, 12).

See, for one example, the MIXI (Social Networking Service) message board en-
titled “Studio Ghibli™ http://mixijp/view_community.pl?id=139456. Accessed
22 April 2005. Also see Nausicaa.net: http://www.nausicaa.net/miyazaki/.
Accessed 15 November 2004.

Thread entitled “Naushika no saigo wa ... [The End of Nausicad ... ] on
the community page Miyazaki Hayao kantoku eiga no nazo wo tsuikyii/kai-
mei [Pursuing and Elucidating the Mysteries of Director Miyazaki Hayao’s
Films], found on the MIXI (Social Networking Service) at http://mixijp/
view_bbs.pl?page=1&comm_id=290365&id=1884432. Accessed 1 September
2005. Here I cite the posts numbered 6 through 10. As of December 2010, the
community listed above seems to be defunct. Here and below I cite the links
to the original content in the interest of full disclosure, but several of these
threads or the communities that host them may no longer be active. Using the
MIXI social networking service (http://mixijp/) requires the ability to read
Japanese, and one must register an e-mail address and password, but all of the
threads cited here were otherwise open to the public.

169



44.

45.
46.
47.
48.

49.

50.
51.

52.

53.

54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.

63.
64.

Notes to Pages 113—-123

Post #7 on the aforementioned topic “Naushika no saigo wa” on the commu-
nity page Miyazaki Hayao no nazo wo tsuikyi/kaimei: http://mixi.jp/view_
bbs.pl?page=1&comm_id=290365&id=1884432. Accessed 1 September 2005.
Personal interview, 4 May 2007.

Personal interview, 28 June 2007.

McCarthy (1999), 120-121.

Ibid. (122). Totoro are not just refashioned, but also fashionable kamii, if the
ubiquitous mass-marketed stuffed totoro are any indication. See Yamanaka
(2008, 251).

Post #13 on a thread entitled “Miyazaki kantoku eiga no eikyo wa? [What is the
Influence of Director Miyazaki’s Movies?],” on the discussion page Miyazaki
Hayao kantoku eiga no nazo wo tsuikyi/kaimei: http://mixijp/view_bbs.
pl?id=3413393&comm_id=290365. Accessed 2 January 2006. As of December
2010, this community is no longer active.

Asia Pulse, May 1997, cited in English in McCarthy (1999, 185).

See Napier 2000, citing Miyazaki in English, 186-187; also see Yamanaka
2008, 250-251.

Thread entitled Mononoke hime no butaichi [“The Setting of Princess
Mononoke”), Miyazaki Hayao kantoku eiga no nazo wo tsuikyii/kaimei found
at http://mixijp/view_bbs.pl?id=2444019&comm_id=290365. Accessed 23
October 2005. I cite here posts #4, #6, #9, and #13. As of December 2010, this
community is no longer active.

Thread entitled Sen to Chihiro kantoku no messeeji [The Director’s Messages
in Spirited Away], Miyazaki Hayao kantoku eiga no nazo wo tsuikyi/kai-
mei at http://mixijp/view_bbs.pl?page=3&comm_id=290365&id=2205445.
Accessed 2 October 2006. I cite in particular posts #9, #23, and #25. As of
December 2010, this community is no longer active.

Mes (2002, 3—4 [my pagination]).

Napier (2006, 51).

Ibid. (57).

DeWeese-Boyd (2009).

Masaki (2001, i).

Ibid. (iii).

Masaki (2010).

Inoue N. (2009, 20104, 2010b).

[ was also invited to participate in the aforementioned forum, where I pre-
sented a critique of the excessive focus on narrative content at the expense of
audience reception. See Thomas (2010).

Shimazono (2004, 303).

Kitahara (2005, 87); Yamanaka (1996, 161-163).

170



Notes to Pages 125—-134

CHAPTER 4: DEPICTING RELIGIONS ON THE MARGINS

N

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.

18.

19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.

26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.

N I A A

Hardacre (2007).
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7-17); Shimazono (2001, 1, 16-19); Yumiyama (1994, 108-110).

Okada (1997, 202-213).
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Yumiyama (2004).
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Gabriel (2006, 87-172).
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Bainbridge (1979).

For example, the Church of the Latter-Day Dude, found at http://dudeism
.com/, is an online community based on the “teachings” of the Dude, a.k.a.
Jeffrey Lebowski, the protagonist of the Coen brothers’ sleeper hit The Big
Lebowski (1998). Last accessed 9 July 2010.

Reader (2002, 206).

Yumiyama (1994, 112).

Gardner (2008, 201-204); Reader (2000, 50-51).

Shimazono (1995, 382).

Hardacre (2007, 201).

Gardner (2008, 203).

Gardner (2008, 207-208) and Osawa (1996, 94). On Asahara as a fan of
Nausicad, see Napier (2001, 195).

Miyazaki Hayao, quoted in Takeuchi (1992, 12).

Osawa (1996, 93-97).
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Okada (1997, 202-213).

Shimazono (1997, 29).

Ibid. (70-88).

Reader (2000, 98-101); Shimazono (1997, 70-121; 2001, 28-36).

Inoue N. (1999, 115-178); Reader (2000, 65—69); Shimazono (1997, 13-14;
40-68).
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64.

Notes to Pages 134—148

Reader (2000, 95-125). On the attraction of Aum, see Morioka (1996, 3—66).
Okada (1997); Schodt (1996, 228-232).

Okada (1997, 210); Schodt (1996, 46—47).

Schodt (1996, 230).

Okada (1997, 207, 210, 213).

Gardner (2008).

Okada (1997).

Asahara (1989).

Ibid. (224-225).

Asahara (1992).

Schodt (1996, 232).

Dorman and Reader (2007, 5-12).

Gabriel (2006, 87-172).

Hardacre (2007, 177-178).

Yamanaka (1996, 175-184).

Shindd, Yashioji, and Nishizaki (2005-2006).

On volume 2 and volume 1, respectively.

Reader (2000, 36). Asahara also has been accused of worldliness and sexual
impropriety.

Shindo et al. (2005 [vol. 2], 166).

Hardacre (2007, 175-176); Reader (2000, 36—-37).

Reader (2000, 18-19, 217-218).

Shimazono (1997, 34).

Yamamoto N. (2000).

“Anjii no chi” Yamamoto has published a manga with this title, but I am not
prepared to comment on it here.

Gardner (2008); Miyadai (1998, 18-20); Metraux (1999, 48-56); Otsuka (2004,
358-371); Schodt (1996, 46—47); Shmazono (1995, 382).

Yumiyama (2004).

Urasawa (2000-2007, 2007).

Motohiro (2007, 38—39); Mori Tatsuya (2005, 48—49); NHK (2007).

Spoon bending was one of the popular topics associated with the occult boom
in the 1970s. See Yumiyama (1994, 112-113).

The song is actually a tune by Urasawa, entitled “Bob Lennon” and included on
CDs inserted in copies of the first printing of volume 11.

See the thread entitled “Tomotachi” [sic] on the “Urasawa Naoki” fan com-
munity page on the social networking site MIXI: http://mixi.jp/view_bbs
pl?id=34603831&comm_id=233. Thread started by “Betty” (incidentally, a
non-native Japanese speaker) on 2 September 2008. Although most respon-
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dents agree on one character as the true identity for Tomodachi, at least three
different interpretations were apparent as of 20 July 2010.

Yoshida (2005, 50-53).

NHK (2007).

Urasawa (2005 [vol. 18], 194-195).

Urasawa (2000 [vol. 2], 86—87).
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