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A New Perspective on Japanese
Myth Education

Kikuko Hirafuji

Introduction

In contemporary Japan, quite a few young people are familiar with myths. At
the International Conference on Comparative Mythology held at Peking University
in May 2006, I showed that elements taken from mythology frequently feature
in cartoons, anime, and video games. Some works are formed using elements
borrowed from different mythological or religious traditions. In this way, the
number of younger Japanese who have become interested in mythology through
such media has increased in recent years (Hirafuji 2007).

However, Japanese elementary and secondary education provide few
opportunities for young people to learn about mythology in any form, and even
traditional Japanese myths have not generally been presented within the school
curriculum. But this situation is currently changing.

In this paper, I will describe the state of education about myth in Japan, and
explore perspectives for presenting mythology in the context of what can be might

called “religious culture education” at the post-secondary level.
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1. Myth Education in Japan

After the transition from the Edo to Meiji period late in the nineteenth century,
the new Meiji government introduced a modern educational system. Textbooks
were compiled by the state, and elements of Japanese mythology taken from Kojiki
(“Records of ancient matters”) and Nikon shoki (“Chronicles of Japan™) appeared in
these school textbooks.

For example, in the first history textbook entitled Shiryaku [ 5 #% | (“Outline
of Japanese history”) compiled by the state in 1872, the “age of the gods” was
presented as lying at the forefront of history. Moral education, known as shushin 1%
& was also a required subject, and used to inculcate pupils as faithful servants of
the emperor. With that objective in mind, teachers taught that the Japanese emperor
was the product of an unbroken lineage whose ancestors could be traced back to the
divine age, and classes in the Shinto-connected subject of moral education (shushin)
taught that Japan was a “god-given country.” In short, pupils were taught Japanese
mythology as a means of arousing nationalism.

As a result of this history, the GHQ (General Headquarters of the Allied
Forces) set about to reform the Japanese educational system following Japan’s
defeat in World War II. In 1945, the GHQ stated as follows in its so-called “Shinto

Directive” (Shinté shirei fliEIE4):

1) All teachers’ manuals and text-books now in use in any educational
institution supported wholly or in part by public funds will be censored, and
all Shinto doctrine will be deleted. No teachers’ manual or text-book which
is published in the future for use in such institutions will contain any Shinto
doctrine.

2) No visits to Shinto shrines and no rites, practices, or ceremonies associated
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with Shinto will be conducted or sponsored by any educational institution

supported wholly or in part by public funds.

The GHQ directive entitled “Suspension of Courses in Morals (shushin),
Japanese History, and Geography” (Shushin, Nihon rekishi oyobi chiri teishi ni
kansuru ken 155, H A ] Ul #R 48 1E = B8 2 )V 14) ordered the Ministry
of Education to collect all textbooks and teachers’ manuals on morals (shushin),
Japanese history, and geography used in every course, and to remove these subjects
from the educational curricula.

According to the “Report of the United States Education Mission to Japan”
(Beikoku kyéiku shisetsudan hokokusho K [E 2 F 1 i [ # ¥ % ) the Japanese
government was ordered to treat myth as separate from history. The report

concluded the following:

The history of Japan has encouraged a different emphasis in teaching both
subjects. Its recorded history has been consciously confused with mythology,
and its geography protectively and even religiously self-centered (United States

Education Mission to Japan, 1946).

The Ministry of Education accepted these directives and decided to separate
myth from history in textbooks. Mythology was thus eliminated from Japanese
elementary and secondary education, and teaching mythology became taboo in
Japanese education.

Until now, various controversies have arisen as to whether mythology should
be restored to the curricula. The main points of the argument can be summarized as

follows.
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1) Opposition to locating myths at the beginning of the history.
2) The question of whether myths can or should be treated as texts for moral

education.

Even now, supporters of myth education insist Japanese myths should be used
to inculcate Japanese morals. Opponents respond by charging that to teach Japanese
mythology means to turn back to education under the wartime establishment. In
short, mythology has proven to be a perfect nuisance for educators.

This situation, however, is currently changing. The Basic Act on Education
(Kyoiku kihonho #U H H: 7K 1) was revised in 2006, and the first article of the
revision sets forth the need for religious education. The new act can be compared

with the previous one as follows:

Basic Act on Education (Act No.120 of 2006) | Basic Act on Education (Act No. 25 of
1947)

(Religious Education)

Article 15 Article 9. Religious Education

The attitude of religious tolerance, general | The attitude of religious tolerance and
knowledge regarding religion, and the posi- | the position of religion in social life

tion of religion in social life shall be valued in | shall be valued in education.
education.

There is no doubt that the phrase inserted into this revision, “general knowledge
regarding religion,” includes a general knowledge of mythology.

Moreover, The New Course of Study (Gakushii shido yoryo -8 T8 15 L 5H)
for the Japanese language, went into effect in April, 2009. The new course of study

stipulates that first and second grade students must learn about Japanese mythology

as part of Japanese language classes.
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[Items related to traditional linguistic culture and characteristics of the Japanese
language]
(1) Instructions should be given on the following items through the instructions
on “A: Speaking/Listening,” “B: Writing,” and “C: Reading.”
a. Items related to traditional linguistic culture;
(a) To listen to books or sentences being read, such as folktales, myths/

legends, and to give presentations; (MEXT, 2008)

For education at the university level, the Intercollege Project for Education
about Religious Cultures began in 2008 (see <http://www2.kokugakuin.ac.jp/
shukyobunka/index.html>, with one goal being the formulation of a systematic
means of presenting university-level instruction regarding religious culture. As part
of that goal, the project aims to establish a certification as “Specialist in Religious
Culture” (shitkyo bunkashi 5R#CfbA: ) for students who pass a designated course
of study in religious cultures, and mythology is to be included as one of the main
topics of study in the course. As a result, mythology classes at the university level
are expected to play a bigger role than ever before. My current project considers
how to deal with myth as educational material, and aims at exploring perspectives
for teaching mythology in the context of religious culture education for post-

secondary students.

2. Mythology in Contemporary Japan

In 2008, the Intercollege Religious Culture Education Project conducted a
survey of Japanese college students’ attitudes towards education on religious culture.
In this survey, we asked “What subject regarding religious culture would you like to

take?” As shown in Table 1, 60.7percent of students responded they would like to
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take a class about world mythology.

“Appearing below are subjects related to religious culture. Select those that you

would like to take.”

1. The way of Japanese traditional religion 45.5%

2. New religious movements 28.6%

3. Christian life styles 30.6%

4. Buddhism in daily life 27.6%

5. Islamic law and lifestyles of Muslims 27.2%

6. Religious influences on culture in literature, arts, and films. 52.0%
7. The relationship between religion and tourism or cultural heritage. 42.1%
8. World mythology 60.7%

9. Religion and social events 44.6%

10. Current problems posed by cults 36.8%

11. Differences among religious doctrines 47.2%

12. Other 3.6%
Resource: “Survey of Japanese College Students’ Attitudes towards Education about
Religious Culture”, conducted by the Intercollege Project for Education on Religious

Cultures, 2009.
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These survey results make it clear that mythology is a very popular topic for
Japanese college students.

In recent years, elements of world mythology have frequently appeared in
fantasy novels, cartoons, anime, and video games. Many of these works feature
elements taken from not only Japanese mythology, but also from numerous other
mythic traditions, including Greek mythology, Indian mythology, and the Bible.
Quite a few Japanese students have become interested in mythology through contact
with such media. In fact, it is more likely that such young people acquire their first
knowledge of myth from media of popular culture, such as novels, cartoons, anime,
and video games, rather than from conventional textbooks. Mythology thus attracts

widespread popularity from a popular-cultural rather than a sacred perspective.

Next, I would like to focus on the how religious symbols such as deities are

represented in Japanese popular culture. As I noted in my presentation on this
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topic at the International Conference on Comparative Mythology held at Peking
University in May, 2006, many popular works in the media of cartoon, anime and
video game take mythological elements out of their original ethnic and religious
contexts, removing them from their original character. In other words, classic myths
are fragmented into materials as decontextualized resources for popular culture.

For example, he title of the video game Okami literally means “great deity”
and refers to Amaterasu, enshrined in the Grand Shrines of Ise as the highest of all
Japanese deities and the ancestral deity of the imperial family. In the video game,
however, the okami takes the form of a white wolf. The manga cartoon called
“Saintly Young Men” [B2¥¢3 12> & A ] is popular among young Japanese, and it
is based on gags featuring Buddha and Jesus.

The hero and heroine of the video game series Megami tensei (“Reincarnation
of the goddess™) are two high school students who are in fact incarnations of Izanagi
and Izanami, the married pair of Japanese founding deities. The game revolves
around the battle of the two deities with Lucifer. The Megami tensei series of video
games also features a large number of so-called “demons” (akuma — literally “devil,”
but rendered as “demon” in the English version of the game) who appear throughout
the story. Japanese mythological figures such as Amaterasu and Susanoo, the Indian
deities Shiva and Hanuman (Anjaneya), and “Pixie” all appear in these games as
demons. The player can also combine two or more demons to create a new one. For
example, the demons Fenrir and Sleipnir can merge to form Loki.

From these examples, it would appear that those responsible for these media
of Japanese popular culture feel little compunction regarding the expression of
religious symbols. And while the principle of freedom of speech asserts the right
to express anything freely, without sanctity or restraint, the worry remains that this
tendency of Japanese popular culture may lead to intercultural problems.

Indeed, some works produced in Japan have already caused trouble. In
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2007, the Church of England protested intensely against Sony’s use of images of
Manchester Cathedral in the war game Resistance: The Fall of Man. In the end,
Sony apologized for using the images. In 2008, Sony issued another apology
and delayed shipment of the new game Little Big Planet because the background
soundtrack includes parts of the Qur’an.

In the 2008 anime feature “Jojo’s Bizarre Adventure,” a person reads a book
that contains some text from Qur’an ordering a murder. The publisher issued an
apology, and the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs expressed regret in a public

statement.

[Statement by Press Secretary / Director-General for Press and Public
Relations, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, on inappropriate scenes in a Japanese
anime cartoon]

On May 22, Shueisha Inc. and A.P.P.P. Co. Ltd., which have published the
animation “JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure” stated in their announcement that they
never intended to insult Islam, and expressed their sincerest apology to the
Muslim people for the offence caused by inappropriate scenes in the animation.
The Government of Japan finds it regrettable that the inappropriate scenes
of the animation offended the feelings of Muslim people, even though it was
done inadvertently. The Government of Japan highlights the importance of
promoting the understanding of and respect for different religions and cultures

so that such an incident will not be repeated in the future. (May 23, 2008)

It can be assumed that one of the reasons such problems have occurred so
frequently is the lack of basic understanding regarding global religious culture.
Even without mentioning any of the major problems caused by the depiction of

Mohammed in cartoons, we must recognize that significant issues are involved in the
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expression of religious symbols, and their use will differ depending on the culture.

3. The Need for Tolerance and Understanding in Myth Education

On the basis of these considerations, when we teach mythology or sacred texts
in the context of religious culture at the college level, we are required to provide
instruction regarding not only their status as relics of the past, but also their value
to modern society. Concretely speaking, an important consideration is to make
students understand that myths are still regarded as sacred texts with considerable
influence on people’s lives or views of the world. The objectives behind this
teaching this obviously help students acquire a level of cultural sensitivity and
respect for religious symbols in different cultures.

When presenting the Jewish Bible (Christian Old Testament), for example, it is
natural to provide information about its history, composition, and famous incidents.
But in the same way, it would seem important to explain its function in modern
society. According to the results of a 2007 public opinion poll by the Gallup
organization in the United States, thirty-nine percent of respondents agreed with the
statement that creation is definitely true; when combined with those who believe is it

“probably true,” the total exceeds sixty percent of responses (Gallup 2007).

A. Evolution, that is, the idea that human beings developed over millions
of years from less advanced forms of life

Definitely Probably Probably Definitely
true true false false

2007 Jun 1-3 | 18% 35% 16% 28% 3%

No opinion
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B. Creationism, that is, the idea that God created human beings pretty
much in their present form at one time within the last 10,000 years

Definitely Probably Probably Definitely
true true false false

2007 Jun 1-3 | 39% 27% 16% 15% 3%

No opinion

Many Japanese people would express surprise at this survey’s results and fail to
understand its significance. In short, when dealing with the biblical creation story as
merely one among many creation myths, it is important to point out the sacred side
of such myths. Needless to say, this does not mean the need to agree with the bible’s
teachings, but merely to have Japanese students understand respectfully that many
people in the world continue to accept the biblical creation story as a true and sacred
depiction.

As noted before, various religious figures and myths have become closely
intertwined with our daily lives through the medium of cultural representations.
As a result, understanding of recent and current events is both informative and
beneficial for cross-cultural understanding.

In order to enhance myth education in the context of cross-cultural
understanding, I would like to provide the perspective of “contrastive mythology.”
While the expression “contrastive mythology” may be uncommon, it is taken from
the discipline of contrastive linguistics. Contrastive linguistics is a comparative
methodology which aims to explore the differences and similarities of languages by
comparing pairs from single or multiple languages. Results from that research are
also used in the development of curricula for foreign language education. Although
comparative linguistics also compares multiple languages, the difference between
comparative and contrastive linguistics is as follows: the former is derived from
comparative research on Indo-European language family, and compares two or more

languages in order to discover common ancestors and reconstruct a proto-language.
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In contrast, the latter (contrastive linguistics) compares multiple language without
concern for their genealogical relation. Contrastive linguistics can also provide hints
for the understanding not only of features of individual languages, but also universal
features of language itself.

I believe this contrastive perspective may be useful for teaching world
mythology in the context of religious culture education. For example, myths
regarding the origin of death can be contrasted between the Japanese and Greek
cases. Or between African and Australian mythology. By the same token, when
dealing with literature, it is better to show multiple examples, and contrastively
account for the differences in literature that comprise canon, historical texts, or
literature.

To take a case from Japanese mythology, key terms for contrastive mythology
can include the banana-type myth regarding the origin of death, the trifunctional
system, the “great mother,” and the “trickster.” Utilizing existing research results
for such topics may provide fruitful insights for teaching world mythology using the
contrastive method.

It might be claimed that this methodology is not particularly novel, and has
been practiced for a considerable time. While this may be true, the use of the term
contrastive mythology enforces a certain discipline of approach in the context of the
need to teach mythology as an aspect of post-secondary religious culture education
and the need to affirm a methodology for the presentation of multiple mythologies

and religious cultures.

Conclusion

Japanese religious education is currently undergoing great changes as a result

of globalization and the need for what has been termed “multicultural conviviality.”
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In the case of mythology, it need not be discussed in terms of a revival of prewar
mythic education, where Japanese myths were taught as essential history, or as
materials to convey moral instruction. College students today are required to
learn about myth merely as one resource for religious culture, another reason for
my suggestion of the term “contrastive mythology.” But it is remains true that
contrastive mythological research and education demands learning an enormous
amount of material regarding world myths. And that presents distinct difficulties
in light of the fact that most scholars of mythology are specialists in the myths
of a specific region. It is for that reason that an international network of scholars
of mythology and internationally accessible databases of world mythology are
expected to play a significant role in the new dimensions of myth education. It is
my hope that the conference co-hosted by the Project for Religious Culture and the
International Association for Comparative Mythology will contribute in this way to

Japanese myth education.

References

Gallup (2007) “Majority of Republicans Doubt Theory of Evolution”, http://www.gallup.
com/poll/27847/Majority-Republicans-Doubt-Theory-Evolution.aspx

Hirafuji, Kikuko (2006) “Contemporary Mythology in Japan”, International Conference on
Comparative Mythology, Harvard & Peking University, Beijing, May 11-13, 2006.
Preprint

Hirafuji, Kikuko (2007) “Gurobarukashakai to haipa shinwa [Globalization and Hyper
myth: Deconstruction and Resurrection of Myths in Computer RPG]”, in Shinwa to
Gendai [Myth and Our Age], LITHON

Monbu Kagakusho (MEXT), (2008) New Course of Study for the Japanese Language,
<http://www.mext.go.jp/component/a_menu/education/micro_detail/__icsFiles/

afieldfile/2009/04/21/1261037_2.pdf>



	研究開発推進機構紀要No.2縦書.pdf
	01~21中村
	23~50李

	研究開発推進機構紀要No.2横書
	Y01~47山室
	Y49~64平藤・市田
	Y65~78平藤英

	Y00奥付

