CLOSED PANEL:
Rethinking the Concept of “Religion”: From the Perspective of
“seken” (“the World”) and “Freedom” in Modern Japan

Many Japanese people regard themselves as “non-religious” today. In reality, however, most
Japanese people unconsciously participate in some kinds of religious events, such as hatsumoude (the
practice of visiting a Shinto shrine or a Buddhist temple on new year’s day) and Bon Festival; they do
not have any religious consciousness that they perform religious activities. What these facts suggest
is that in most cases when they call themselves “non-religious,” the term “religion” refers exclusively
to religious faith and belief of a certain religious community which individuals choose, while such
popular religious activities as hatsumoude and Bon festivals are not considered as “religious™ at all,
but rather merely as lifestyle customs. Religion as a lifestyle custom has been (and is) supported and
observed by “seken” (“the World”), the human relationships that are characteristic of Japanese culture.
At the same time, however, seken has generated social pressure to conform for the Japanese people
and has often suppressed “freedom of faith” to them.

In this panel, from the perspectives of religious studies, we would like to reconsider the concept of
“religion” (shukyo) by analyzing the various aspects of “freedom” in religion in modern Japanese

society in order to examine the above-mentioned state of “religion” in modern Japan.
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