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Several studies have been published on the origin of the concepts of “religion” and “world 
religions,” and the formation of the academic field of religious studies. In general, authors 
emphasize that these are solely western constructs based on Christianity with no equivalents 
outside of the Euro-American area; in fact, they were used as intellectual tools of Western 
cultural imperialism. Intriguingly, this explicit critique of western cultural imperialism 
also excludes the possibility that other cultures could have developed their own discourses about 
other peoples’ (including Westerners’) attitudes toward the sacred (their own understanding of 
it). Also as a way to counter these arguments, this paper outlines a history of Japanese discourses 
about world religions. Here, the term “religions” refers to the traditional “ways” (Confucianism, 
Daoism, Buddhism and, later, Shinto) of East Asian spirituality, but also, since the late sixteenth 
century, Christianity and, to a lesser extent, Islam. First, I discuss Buddhist visions of the Three 
Teachings. Next, I address the inclusion of Shinto among the Three Teachings in substitution of 
Daoism, and the shift toward an ethnocentric understanding of religious values. Then, I present 
Japanese Nativist interpretations of religiosities, and especially their emphasis on Shinto as the 
primordial and authentic way of humanity. This is followed by a discussion of Tominaga 
Nakamoto's heterodoxical and relativistic views, who proposed an innovative interpretive 
method of the Three Teachings that focused on discursive strategies. Next, I present some 
aspects of the impact of Christianity on Japanese discourses about religion, especially the 
Japanewse exposure to the early modern European typology of world religions (Christians, 
Muslims, and the Pagans). The paper ends with considerations on the epistemological grounds of 
premodern Japanese discourses on the Three Teachings and the influence upon them 
of broader	  social and geopolitical concerns.	  
	  


