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A Textual Study of the Syneretism between Mazu
Belief and Shinto in Tokugawa Japan

Benjamin Wai-ming Ng>l<
Abstract

Belief in Mazu ( #5¢H , Maso in Japanese) took root in popular folk reli-
gion in Japan, Vietnam, Korea and the Ryukyu Kingdom in the early modern
period, leading to the emergence of a so-called ““ sphere of Mazu belief ” in
Asia. Compared with other East and Southeast Asian countries, Mazu belief
in Japan shows a high degree of localization, being incorporated into Japanese
religious traditions. Mazu belief reached its peak in Japan during the Tokugawa
period (1603-1868), when she was worshipped in different parts of Japan, from
northern Honshu to Kyushu and the Ryukyu Kingdom. Studies of Mazu belief
in Japan have until now focused mainly on its popularization in Nagasaki and
the Ryukyu Kingdom, which were places under strong Chinese influence, and
where the worshippers were basically Chinese sojourners. This study examines
the localization of Mazu in Tokugawa Japan, using the belief in Mito /K =55
and Satsuma JEEE#% as its main points of reference. The Mazu belief in these
two domains differed from that in its country of origin, in terms of names, fes-
tival dates, forms of worship, and temple design. Mazu was incorporated into
the Shinto framework, where she was transformed into a Shinto deity known
as Daigongen ( A £ I The Great Avatar) or Daimyojin ( A B t# The Great
[lluminator Deity). Mazu was also worshipped in Shinto style, and either en-
shrined or associated with other Shinto deities. Working with original Tokuga-
wa-era texts, this paper explores how Mazu was integrated into the local Shinto
framework and became mixed up with Shinto deities, such as Oto-tachiba-
na-hime 55 % #% , Nomagongen ¥7 [t ## 5 and Funadama f{{ 2% . The aim of
this paper is to deepen our understanding of the nature of Sino-Japanese cultur-
al interchange in the early modern period.

Keywords: Mazu, early modern Japan, Shinto, localization, Tokugawa texts
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