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Development of Pilgrimages in Japan

TANAKA Tomohiko
Gifu Shotoku Gakuen University

This paper investigates the characteristics of Japanese pilgrimages, the overall development, and
the resulting phenomena.

A fundamental meaning of the word for pilgrimage in Japanese“junrei”is the circulation of
sacred sites. Thus, circulation is the purpose of “junrei” activity. On the other hand, the word
“pilgrimage” in English or in other languages borrowed from Latin refers to moving forward to a
promised sacred site.

Pilgrimages usually consist of three significant elements: sacred place(s), pilgrim routes, and
pilgrims. As in Western countries, a pilgrim place is equal to a sacred site and is the goal for
pilgrims. For example, at Santiago de Compostela, there are several pilgrim routes with different
starting points leading to a common goal. However, in Japan, a “junrei” pilgrim place consists of a
group of sacred sites which are usually numbered (hudasho), forming the area of the pilgrims’
circulation. In sum, junrei refers to the entire course, which binds the sacred sites from start to
finish.

There are many types of junrei, which can be classified according to the objects of worship:
Buddhist deities, Shinto deities, the founders of Buddhist sects, and others. Each type of junrei has
a fixed number of sacred sites.

According to historical documents, ascetics were making pilgrimages from the end of the Heian
to the Kamakura period (ca. 1100-1250 A.D.). It was at this time that the pilgrimage to thirty-three
sites connected with Kannon first came into being in Japan. The pilgrimages from this period were
relatively larger in scale than in later periods. While the details are not known, many types of
pilgrimages evolved in the middle of the Muromachi period (1400s) and the middle of the Edo
period (1700s). Moreover, many new types of pilgrimages have developed since the years of high
economic growth (1960-1970).

With the development of two major pilgrimage routes in Saigoku and Shikoku, various
phenomena have occurred. The first is an increase in pilgrims. People come from a wider area than
ever before, and the type of pilgrim has also changed, i.e. from religious masters to ordinary people.
Another interesting phenomenon is that a large number of “miniature” pilgrim places based on
original sacred sites have been constructed throughout Japan. Through the addition of these new
sacred sites, the original pilgrim places have expanded externally as well as internally.

Finally, on some pilgrim courses, new routes have been developed from the original routes
which just followed the designated sacred sites. These newly developed routes include byroads to
visit relics, famous temples and shrines, and can even be a means to avoid the risk of taking a ferry
boat.



