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discursive secularization by which it is currently characterized. Before elaborating on this 
issue, however, let us have a closer look at the terminology, and explore some of the ways in 
which Shinto relates to secularism and notions of �the secular.�

The Public Secular
In recent years, a number of scholars have drawn attention to the fact that �religion� and �the 
secular� are historically shaped categories, the meanings of which are neither pre-given nor 
�xed.12 From this, it follows that sociocultural phenomena are not intrinsically �religious� 
or �secular.� Rather, their categorization is a function of discourse, and the product of 
particular power relations, as Talal Asad has demonstrated.13 What counts as �secular� or 
as �religious� is not a natural given: it is the outcome of historical processes of classi�cation 
and negotiation. The same, I argue, applies to Shinto: whether Shinto is classified as 
�religious� or �secular� continues to be subject to debate. Accordingly, in this article I will 
refrain from engaging with the question whether Shinto really is religious or secular, as that 
would imply these categories have some sort of �xed �intrinsic� meaning. Instead, I look at 
ways in which contemporary shrine practices are framed as �secular� and �public� by leading 
Shinto scholars. By doing so, I draw on the work of Talal Asad and his followers, who re-
historicized the categories �religion� and �the secular,� and examined processes by which the 
two have been constructed in particular historical and cultural contexts.14 In addition, I will 
make use of the theories of Charles Taylor, who conceived of the religion-secular dichotomy 
in terms of a distinction between transcendence and immanence. 

It should be pointed out that �the secular� is not the same as �secularism,� �secularity,� 
and �secularization.� While these terms are obviously related, they carry di�erent meanings. 
Following JosØ Casanova, we may conceive of �the secular� as �a central modern category� 
theological-philosophical, legal-political, and cultural-anthropological�to construct, 
codify, grasp, and experience a realm or reality differentiated from �the religious.� � It 
should be obvious that �the religious� and �the secular� are always and everywhere mutually 
constituted.� 15 By contrast, �secularism� refers to a range of ideologies or world views 
that stipulate the separation of religion from purportedly secular spheres (for example, 
politics and education) and seek to restrict the societal space allocated to religion. This is 
closely related to the public-private dichotomy, as Bubandt and van Beek rightly point out 
(in reference to Asad): �This analytic treats �secularism� as a political doctrine or project 
that rearranges society through a new set of socio-spatial divisions: private and public, 
the religious and the secular. In assigning each to its �proper place���religion� to the 
private domain and �the secular� to the public domain�secularism makes possible the 
establishment of a domain of secular politics that transcends that of religion.� 16 As I shall 
demonstrate in this article, the distinction between a �public� secular realm and a �private� 
religious realm is of profound relevance for contemporary Japanese society and ideology.

12 For example Smith 1998. Critical historical studies of the formation of the modern category �religion� in 
Japan include Isomae 2003; Josephson 2012; Maxey 2014. 

13 Asad 2003.
14 Asad 2003. See Bubandt and van Beek 2012 for an insightful discussion of the relevance of Asad�s theory for 

understanding contemporary Asian societies.
15 Casanova 2011, p.�54.
16 Bubandt and van Beek 2012, pp.�7�8.
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While �the secular� refers to a societal realm, and �secularism� to particular world 
views or ideologies, �secularization� refers to the processes by which (aspects of ) societies 
become more secular. As several scholars have pointed out, �secularization� is not a 
monolithic concept: it has been used to refer to a number of di�erent processes, which may 
or may not coexist, and which may or may not be irreversible.17 Casanova has famously 
distinguished three types of secularization: �the decline of religious beliefs and practices� 
(which, he adds, �is the most recent but by now the most widespread usage of the term 
in contemporary academic debates on secularization�); �the privatization of religion�; 
and �the differentiation of the secular spheres (state, economy, science)� from religion.18 
Casanova�s conceptual triad was developed further by Charles Taylor, who distinguished 
between secularization as, �rst, �the retreat of religion in public life� (that is, privatization); 
second, �the decline in belief and practice�; and third, and central to his theory, �the 
change in the conditions of belief.� 19 Taylor�s model was applied by Richard Madsen in his 
analysis of processes of secularization in Asia, referring to them as, respectively, �political 
secularization,� �social secularization,� and �cultural secularization.� 20

Several scholars have pointed out that the categories �religious� and �secular� are co-
constitutive: they have emerged in tandem, and the differentiation of the former from 
other societal spheres could not have taken place without the formation of the latter. As 
described by Charles Taylor, both emerged within a late-medieval European ecclesiastic 
context (�Latin Christendom,� in his terminology).21 At the time, the term �secular� was 
used to refer to clergy and church institutions concerned with this-worldly a�airs, whereas 
�religious� referred to world-renouncing monastic communities. As he writes, �the secular 
had to do with the �century��that is, with profane time�and it was contrasted with what 
related to eternal, or to sacred time.� Ordinary parish priests are thus �secular� because 
they operate out there in the �century� as against those in monastic institutions.� 22 The 
de�ning feature of Western modernity, according to Taylor, was not so much the awareness 
of a distinction between �profane� (this-worldly) or �sacred� (transcendent) time and space, 
as the realization that the former could exist independently from the latter. As he writes,

what does seem � to exist universally is some distinction between higher beings 
(spirits) and realms and the everyday world we see immediately around us. But these 
are not usually sorted out into two distinct domains, such that the lower one can be 
taken as a system understandable purely in its own terms. Rather, the levels usually 
interpenetrate, and the lower cannot be understood without reference to the higher.� 
The clear separation of an immanent from a transcendent order is one of the inventions 
(for better or worse) of Latin Christendom.23

17 See for instance Berger 1999; Dobbelaere 1981; Casanova 1994; Demerath 2007. For an overview of recent 
academic literature on �secularization� and �secularities� in Japan, see the introduction to this special issue.

18 Casanova 2006, p.�7. Cf. Casanova 1994.
19 Taylor 2007, p.�423.
20 Madsen 2011.
21 Taylor 2007; 2011.
22 Taylor 2011, p.�32. Cf. Taylor 2007, pp.�54�61.
23 Taylor 2011, p.�33.
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their previous self-evident and privileged position, and religious belief and a�liation became 
a matter of personal choice. Shinto, on the other hand, became the foundation on which 
modern Japanese secularism was based, notwithstanding the importance of divine beings 
and rituals. No wonder contemporary Shinto scholars and priests are eager to reintroduce 
Meiji-period symbolism into the public realm, challenge the postwar privatization of 
shrines, and assert Shinto�s essentially public character. Drawing on Meiji-period notions of 
Shinto as sh�ky��s secular Other, leading Shinto actors today are actively promoting not only 
the deprivatization but also the discursive secularization of their tradition. 

Sacralization and Discursive Secularization in Japan
Some interpreters have perceived the return of Shinto symbols and rituals in the public 
realm as evidence that Japan is not truly secular, and that Japanese politics and society 
are going through a period of de-secularization, characterized by a �return of religion� in 
politics.39 Legally and politically speaking, this indeed appears to be the case: as illustrated 
by Abe�s appropriation of Ise, the separation of state and religion (or at least the separation 
of state and Shinto) is increasingly challenged by leading political actors. Meanwhile, the 
nation state and emperor are subject to new attempts at sacralization.40 However, seen in 
Taylorian terms, what we are perhaps witnessing is not so much the return of religion per 
se�indeed, generally speaking, institutionalized religion in Japan is in a state of decline, 
some exceptions notwithstanding�but, rather, attempts to reestablish Shinto as the 
foundational and sacred (that is, divinely ordained and non-negotiable) framework upon 
which twenty-�rst century Japanese society will be built.41 Sacralization thus goes hand in 
hand with what I call the discursive secularization of Shinto: the reconstruction of Shinto as 
the natural, immanent, and commonly shared world view of Japan, supposedly grounded in 
and shaped by the country�s physical environment. In this Taylorian scheme, Shinto is not 
so much areligious as some sort of ontological a priori that shapes the conditions of religious 
(or nonreligious) beliefs.

As John Nelson has made clear in a recent article, secularization is culturally 
speci�c. It is contingent upon time and place, not a universally valid historical necessity. 
It is a multi-faceted phenomenon: multiple processes of secularization can be at work 
simultaneously, which are �globally diffuse� and �locally determined.� 42 These processes 
are influenced by global as well as national and local developments in law, mass media, 
and public discourse.43 Nelson�s approach makes clear that secular ideologies and multiple 
processes of secularization (locally grounded and not necessarily irreversible) are, indeed, 
inf luential aspects of contemporary Japanese society and politics. That does not mean, 
however, that religion in Japan is dying out. As sociologist of religion N. J. Demerath has 
pointed out, processes of secularization often give way to processes of sacralization. That 
is, �modernization does often lead to forms of secularization, but these in turn often spark 
a sacralizing response�one that ironically uses the means of modernity to protest the 

39 See for instance Guthmann�s article in this special issue.
40 Mullins 2012. 
41 On institutional decline, see Reader 2012; cf. Covell 2005.
42 Nelson 2012, p.�37.
43 On the impact of globalization on local secularization practices, see Dessì 2013.





190

Aike P. ROTS

generally framed as a great cultural event of nationwide signi�cance rather than a religious 
happening.

Thus, various attempts are made to challenge the constitutional separation of state and 
religion, and to reassert the position of Shinto-related symbols and practices in the public 
sphere. While some sites and practices are subject to heated debate (for example, worship at 
Yasukuni by the prime minister), others are much less politicized, at least in public discourse 
(for example, his patronage of the Ise shrines). Signi�cantly, in both these cases, most of the 
actors involved evade the category of religion altogether, instead framing Shinto practices 
and places as �traditional culture� and �heritage,� conceiving of them as essentially public. 
It is to this reframing that I refer with the term �discursive secularization.�

As mentioned previously, Charles Taylor distinguished between three types of 
secularization: political, social, and cultural.51 Although Taylor�s analysis is concerned with 
�the West,� as we have seen, these categories can be applied to Asia as well, as Richard 
Madsen has demonstrated in an insightful comparative article.52 In addition, however, I 
suggest we distinguish a fourth type: discursive secularization. I use this term to refer to 
processes by which beliefs, practices, and institutions previously classified as �religion� 
are redefined and reconfigured (by many of the leading actors involved) as �culture,� 
�tradition,� �heritage,� �science,� or even �nature�; in sum, as non-religion. This may go 
hand in hand with processes of deprivatization, sacralization, and/or attempts to reclaim 
the public sphere, as in the case of contemporary Shinto, but this is not necessarily the case. 
Importantly, however, discursive secularization does not necessarily imply the decline of 
faith in supernatural beings, ritual activities, or places of worship. What it means is that 
they acquire new meanings in a changing context, as they are dissociated from the master 
category �religion,� which in Japan has come to be contaminated to the point that few 
people or institutions are willing to identify with it.53

The notion of discursive secularization is an important contribution to existing theories 
of secularization, I argue, as it allows for the fact that �emic� conceptualizations do not 
necessarily re�ect wider societal processes. Importantly, the fact that certain religious actors 
decide to redefine themselves in explicitly �nonreligious� terms does not automatically 
imply institutional privatization or decline, nor does it mean they are no longer classi�ed 
as �religious� in law, politics, academia, or media representations. We should distinguish 
between self-de�nitions and other types of classi�cation, as these do not always correspond. 
Furthermore, the notion of discursive secularization is useful for distinguishing between 
practices and interpretations: people may engage in practices that are legally and academically 
classified as religious, yet conceptualize these in different terms, which may be explicitly 
nonreligious. This does not mean they are inconsistent or self-contradictory: all it shows is 
that the category �religion� may be employed or discarded for various reasons, that practices 
are neither intrinsically �religious� nor intrinsically �secular,� and that a practice described 
as �religious� by some may be perceived in di�erent terms by others. As we have seen, in a 
�secular age,� religious belief and practice have become optional; what is more, de�ning one�s 

51 Taylor 2007, pp.�2�3. For an explanation of Taylor�s categorization, see above.
52 Madsen 2011.
53 See Ba�elli and Reader 2012.
































