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Notions of Love in Shinto and Buddhist Thought

The present study contributes to the analysis of different notions related 
to “love” in Shinto and Buddhist thought, raising the question of whether 
or not it is possible to speak of a “Japanese philosophy of love” based on 
these traditions. First, I point out some essential methodological difficul-
ties regarding the examination of Japanese traditions of thought. Then I 
examine the discrepancies in the interpretation of several words denoting 
different kinds of the sentiment of “love” in Japanese. In the central part, 
I analyze the basic attitude towards such emotions in Shinto and Bud-
dhist thought, calling attention to the most important points where the 
two traditions disagree with regard to their notions of “love” and related 
interpersonal affections. On the one hand, I point out that it would be very 
difficult, if not impossible, to call any group of ideas a “philosophy of love” 
based on these traditions in the positive sense of the word. On the other 
hand, I argue that love, in its very heterogeneous appearances, has a special 
place in both Shinto and Buddhism, and that it is particularly the charac-
teristic differences of the emphases on related sentiments in the two tradi-
tions that one must try to grasp in order to understand the significance of 
love in Japanese thought.
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Although in the past twenty-five years references to Asian thought have 
become more and more frequent in the Western literature on the phi-

losophy of love,1 there have been only a few attempts to examine the specific 
characteristics of East Asian notions of love and the related interpersonal 
relationships.2 The present examination will contribute to the analyses of 
Japanese interpretations of emotions by examining “love” (ai 愛, koi 恋) 
and related concepts regarding interpersonal relationships in Shinto and 
Buddhist thought. It is not my purpose to give a comprehensive analysis of 
Japanese concepts of emotions either in themselves or in comparison with 
Western traditions. My aim is only to highlight some central features charac-
terizing Shinto and Buddhist notions of love and related sentiments, while 
highlighting the most important discrepancies between its interpretation in 
the two traditions compared to each other and to Western philosophy. 

In the first part of the study, I give a brief overview of some general 
considerations regarding the examination of Japanese thought. I then turn 
to the analysis of the notions of “love” as they appear in earlier phases of 
the Japanese language. After these preliminary remarks, I analyze Shinto 
notions regarding interpersonal relationships, bodily affection and unifi-
cation as they appear in the first part of the Kojiki, after which I turn to 
Buddhist thought, concentrating on how the rejection of “love” appears 
and is transformed in Japanese Buddhism. Finally, I provide an answer 
to the question of whether or not we can speak of a “philosophy of love” 
in Japanese thought. In this paper, I focus principally on the relationship 
between “man” and “woman,” since it is this kind of relationship that is gen-
erally reflected in written documents of both Shinto and Buddhism from 

1. Cf. Marks 1991, 1, regarding the situation that time.
2. Cf. Faure 1998; Itō [1996/] 2000; Ryang 2006; Reddy 2012.
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the earliest times onwards. However, at several points I refer to notions of 
same-sex relationships, especially in the case of Japanese Buddhism. Due 
to limitations of space, in the present study I will focus on the history of 
the two traditions before the Edo period. Finally, except for a few semantic 
remarks, I also exclude Confucianism from the scope of the present study 
due to similar considerations.

General considerations regarding  
“japanese” “philosophy”

The following examination is “comparative” only in the sense that 
it focusses on those characteristics of Japanese thought that differentiate it 
from other traditions. This kind of description is based on the conviction 
that proper understanding starts with the comprehension of the peculiari-
ties of the object instead of a search for similarities between our own tra-
dition and the one we are trying to understand. This conviction does not 
by any means imply the illusion of the possibility of culture-independent 
understanding; however, the emphasis on the peculiarities of the other is 
supposed to ensure a counter-balance to our inevitably self-centered start-
ing point. I cannot go into details here either concerning the problems of 
comparative philosophical analyses such as (in)commensurability, translat-
ability, inter- or transculturality,3 or regarding the question of how the terms 
“Japanese” and “philosophy” can be understood, a question accurately ana-
lyzed in Krummel’s article in the second volume of the European Journal of 
Japanese Philosophy.4 

I fully agree with Krummel’s claim that “we should heed Naka-
mura Hajime’s warning concerning common stereotypes—whether it is 
Orientalist essentialism or the East-West dichotomy—that might accom-
pany the attempt to discover what is unique to Japanese thought.”5 There 
is, however, one specific issue that deserves special attention in the context 
of the present study: the question regarding the breadth of the examina-
tion, more precisely, the inclusion of “pre-Buddhist” and “pre-Confucian” 

3. For such problems cf. Wimmer 1990; Mall 2000.
4. Krummel 2017.
5. Ibid., 29–30.
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thought. Blocker and Starling attempted to read the continuum of the Jap-
anese history of thought as a history of “philosophy” in their ground-break-
ing work, Japanese Philosophy (2001). “What we propose to do in this book,” 
they write, is

unprecedented: to package, as philosophy, significant parts of Japan’s intel-
lectual tradition that we judge to merit the term, including much that has 
hitherto been subsumed under “literature” or “religion.”6

To Blocker and Starling, Buddhism becomes the first “philosophical” 
tradition in Japan, while Shinto is only discussed in the context of the Edo 
period. To avoid misunderstanding, I would not argue against the statement 
that Shinto cannot be regarded as “philosophy” in the common (European) 
sense of the word.7 

What I would like to draw attention to is the fact that deciding whether 
certain elements of a tradition can or cannot be examined in a certain con-
text based on the judgement about whether those elements “merit the term” 
“philosophy” is problematic, because any such judgement easily leads to the 
omission of certain essential background notions of that tradition. Further-
more, when Blocker and Starling omit early Shinto from their investigation, 
this implies that the reader is told where “philosophy” begins, and it seems 
to begin at the point when it first appears to be interpretable in terms of 
Western philosophy. Thus, the reader might also feel that “philosophy” can 
be understood as a result of some kind of a developmental process. 

From my point of view, whatever one calls “Japanese philosophy,”8 its 
limits should be defined not by what “merits the term” from a certain exter-
nal point of view but by what is relevant in the history of the specific tradi-
tion. When I examine early notions related to “love” in the present study, 
this does not mean that I am arguing for the inclusion of pre-Buddhist Jap-
anese thought in what one might call “Japanese philosophy”; nor am I tak-
ing sides regarding the possibility of the “philosophical” interpretation of 
Japanese thought (shisōshi 思想史) as a whole. It only means that I am con-

6. Blocker and Starling 2001, 12.
7. As Goto-Jones points out, the same problem appears in Carr and Mahalingam 1997, 

707. and in the same volume at Bocking as well. (Goto-Jones 2003, 307.). 
8. Cf. Krummel 2017, 26ff.
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vinced that these notions are of essential importance to Japanese thought in 
general, whether this “thought” is understood in the broad sense of shisōshi 
or in (any of ) the restricted sense(s) of “philosophy.”

While there are also ongoing debates regarding the question of how one 
should define and examine European (or “Western”) philosophy,9 it must be 
emphasized that categories, especially reciprocally exclusive ones, which are 
(not without difficulties but still) applicable to Western streams of thought, 
cannot always be applied to other cultures. Thus, distinctions like theory 
and praxis, sacred and profane and so on, i.e., categories that help us to set 
some starting points in the examination of European traditions, simply can-
not correctly categorize the cultural structures of, for example, Asia. This 
is particularly true of the Japanese tradition, which is characterized by an 
extraordinary willingness to syncretize and creatively re-apply different ele-
ments adopted from other traditions in different realms of social existence. 
This situation is made more complex (thus more difficult) by the fact that 
the earliest written sources originating in Japan were born in an age in which 
Confucian and Buddhist thought had already arrived in the islands.10

Finally, it must certainly be noted that the extension of the scope of our 
examination is always accompanied by the danger that we will be unable to 
find a way out of the maze of the complexity of literary, religious, sociologi-
cal, ethnological, linguistic and other approaches, as the scientific method-
ologies of these different realms can hardly be applied in one and the same 
argumentation. Still, instead of narrowing the scope of our investigations to 
a rather strict interpretation of one aspect of a cultural tradition, it is much 
more desirable to find, so to speak, the “limited interdisciplinarity” required 
by a comprehensive but still manageable understanding of the subject.

The language of love in japanese

After these general remarks, let us now turn to the question of how 
love appears in the language of the earliest sources of our enquiry. The first 
difficulty we have to face is the asymmetry of the related terms. In present-
day Japanese, there are three main words that express the feeling/sensation 

9. Cf. Blackwell 1999.
10. Cf. Bocking 2005, 643–4.
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what we call “love”: ai 愛, koi 恋 (戀) and the compound of the two, ren’ai 恋
愛. The latter one is of rather late origin, being a Meiji-period compound, 
used particularly as a translation word for “love,” “Liebe,” “amour,” etc.11 The 
second character of the compound, ai, when used on its own, has a rather 
general meaning. It can refer to a romantic and/or affectionate interper-
sonal relationship (especially in the Buddhist context, to which I will return 
later), but originally it rather means a strong kind of care, primarily that of a 
parent towards the child,12 rooted in a characteristically Confucian context. 
In the earliest Japanese sources, ai read as uruwashi or utsukushi stands in 
an attributive role meaning “beautiful,” also pertaining to the vertical rela-
tionship characterized by that between parent and child.13 Furthermore, 
read as itoshi 愛しor itohoshi 愛ほし, it bears the meaning “dear [to someone’s 
heart],” and something “pitiful.” In love scenes in literary works, as Childs 
noticed, the term stands for the attribute of the weaker person, the one that 
awakens affection in the other by this pitifulness, by a need for care.14 The 
usage of the character in the nominal form meaning “love” is also a Meiji-
period novelty.15

Koi, on the other hand, refers specifically to interpersonal affection, 
including physical, bodily desire. This is the character used for different 
kinds of affectionate interpersonal relationships in eighth-century antholo-
gies such as the Man’yōshū 万葉集 (759). It follows from this, of course, that 
the scope of meaning of the term is very broad, not distinguishing between 
emotional longing of the soul and physical/sexual desire. In this regard, the 
term koi had a meaning about as broad as its Western counterparts such 
as “amour,” which in its earlier applications contained no such distinction 
either.16 Some authors, such as Itō Susumu 伊藤益, usually argue that the 

11. Cf. Yanabu 2009, 94ff.
12. Cf. Itō 2000, 93. In a later chapter (Ibid., 155) Itō examines death poems in the Man’yōshū, 

emphasizing that sorrow as depicted in these is not that of the self felt over the death of itself, 
but that of the worry about those left in this world. Feelings appearing in this context belong 
also to the realm covered by ai.

13. Nihon shisōshi jiten 2009, 1.
14. Cf. Childs 1999, 1061.
15. Itō 2000, 95.
16. Reddy stresses the uniqueness of the Western kind of distinction, as he writes, “opposi-

tion,” of sexual desire and “romantic love” (2012, 2ff).
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meaning of early terms like koi, however broad they might be, in many 
cases had a quite definable, sophisticated meaning, reflected in the separate 
meanings of the characters used for signifying their sound value. Koi, for 
example, can be written as 古非 (kohi) or 故非 (kohi), only standing for the 
sounds ko and (h)i written with these character-compounds in a phonetic 
usage. On the other hand, 孤悲 (kohi), usually used in the Man’yōshū, with 
the two characters meaning “loneliness” and “sorrow, pity,” also denotes a 
background meaning, a specific kind of passive (消極的) affection felt by 
someone yearning for another whom he or she cannot be with.17 Another  
linguistic feature supporting this theory is, according to Itō, that the verb 
kofu goes together in most cases with the particle ni, which has a primarily 
adverbial meaning, instead of wo which would signify the object of an affec-
tion. While 

ni in ni kofu is, of course, also a particle expressing the directionality of the 
emotion, at the same time it also points to the source or root of kofu. Thus, 
this ni can be called a case-marking particle that points to the “object under-
stood as the source [原因としての対象]” of the sentiment of kou.18 

Sonia Ryang criticizes Itō’s theory as an example of an approach 
that misleadingly aestheticizes the meaning of terms used in great lit-
erary works.19 Ryang cites examples from Lee Young Hee’s much dis-
puted work, Another Man’yōshū,20 which—based on Korean meanings 
of Man’yōshū poems’ characters—gave rather unsophisticated interpre-
tations of the pieces in the highly praised anthology. A good example 
is provided by her reading of Man’yōshū i.20, a poem by princess Nukata  
額田, spouse of emperor Tenji 天智, who still has an affection for the emper-
or’s brother (later successor), Tenmu天武.

茜草指武良前野逝標野行野守者不見哉君之袖布流
あかねさす紫野行き標野行き野守は見ずや君が袖振る

Akanesasu murasakino yuki, shimeno yuki, 
nomori wa mizuya kimiga sodefuru

17. Cf. Itō 2000, 105; 110–11.
18. Ibid., 115. 
19. Cf. Ryang 2007, 13–14.
20. 李 寧煕『もう一つの万葉集』(Tokyo: Bungeishunjū, 1989).
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A widely accepted interpretation of this poem would read: “Over the 
purple field, the marked field [of the Emperor], a guard is watching, is he 
not, you wave your sleeve [toward me].”21 Lee reads the passage as follows: 
“My fantasy lord’s phallus cometh to my purple [female genitals] in this for-
bidden field [marked by the Emperor]. I wonder if the guard watches your 
opening my scissors [thighs].”22 Instead of deciding the debate pro or con-
tra the canonized interpretation, Ryang goes on to consider a third aspect 
leaning on Orikuchi Shinobu’s 折口信夫 (1887–1953) analysis of the term 
kohi. As Ryang argues, waving with the sleeve, regardless of whether the lov-
ers were actually making love or “simply” met at the mentioned field, refers 
to the unification of the two persons but not as some euphemistic gesture, 
rather as the symbol of a specific magical practice. Orikuchi’s widely-known 
argument, cited by Ryang, is based on a linguistic theory, namely that kofu 
referring to the desire of two persons towards each other goes back to roots 
shared with another verb, similarly spelled kofu (in its later form: 乞ふ) 
meaning “to call,” “to beg for.”23 The latter word, says Orikuchi, was used 
for calling back the dead soul to the body in a folk ritual called tamagohi 魂
乞ひ, literally “calling back the soul (魂).” Kohi in the sense of desire/affec-
tion/feeling would thus mean calling the soul of the other, so to speak, an 
“exchange” of souls, as supported by the habit of exchanging clothes, and 
waving with them towards each other after the night the lovers met.24 Thus, 
Ryang concludes, what matters is not whether it is love or a sexual affair, 
but that the two cannot be sharply distinguished and that sexuality is in 
this case not in opposition with some kind of “romantic” love, but in strong 
unity with it as a kind of human relationship strongly linked to ritualistic 
folk practices. 

Regarding Orikuchi’s etymologic theory, it has to be added that the sup-
posed relationship between kohi as 恋ひ and kohi as 乞ひ in old Japanese 
is disproved by a systematic difference in their written forms. Kohi as 恋ひ, 
namely, can be written in many forms (e.g. 古非, 故非, 故飛, 孤悲, etc.), but 

21. Ibid., 15.
22. Cited by Ryang 2007, 16.
23. The character 戀 actually appears in the pair of the cited poem (cf. Man’yōshū 1964, i.21).
24. For a longer explanation of the original theory, see Orikuchi: 「上代貴族生活の展開：萬葉び

との生活」 in 『折口信夫全集』, vol. 9, 1966. Cf. Ryang 2007, 16–18; Itō 2000, 98–104.
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ko is always denoted by a kanji used for writing so-called kō-rui 甲類 syl-
lables, while hi with those used to write otsu-rui 乙類 syllables. On the con-
trary, although kohi as 乞ひ can also be written in several forms (e.g. 許比, 己
比 etc.), it is always put down in writing with a kanji for ko denoting otsu-rui, 
and a kanji for hi denoting kō-rui syllables.25 On the other hand, elsewhere 
Orikuchi argues for a strong connection between the divine and the human 
spheres appearing in early poems without such linguistic references. For 
example, he interprets poems by women not as the words of a lover, but as 
those of a woman with shamanistic characteristics who is, as a maiden, the 
“bride” of the deity.26 Resolving such debates is the task of specific fields of 
study such as ethnology, linguistics, sociology of religion, literary studies, 
etc. The above considerations have, however, shown that the extent of the 
interrelation of these fields requires one to work with a broad concept of the 
history of thought, and also that the early notions of interpersonal relations 
are relevant to any approach to the understanding of general notions of love 
in Japan. These early notions are reflected in books that—in spite of signifi-
cant Buddhist and Confucian influences—contain a considerable number 
of elements of pre-Buddhist and pre-Confucian Japanese thought, first and 
foremost in the chronicles Kojiki and Nihonshoki.

The Shinto attitude towards love and affection

Looking for “original” records regarding “love” in Shinto thought, 
one must consider the oldest remaining chronicle of Japan: the Kojiki 古事
記, completed in the beginning of the eighth century. The Kojiki was meant 
to be a genealogy of the ruling family starting with the first deities, thus its 
task was to explicate the unity of the Sun Goddess Amaterasu Ōmikami 天
照大神 with the ruler of the country. Although the Kojiki became the most 
important written source of Shinto, it can by no means be interpreted as a 
“sacred” book in the sense that the Bible is sacred in the Judeo-Christian 
tradition or the Koran in Islamic thought. The reason for this is not only 
that Shinto cannot be called a “religion” in the sense of the mentioned tradi-
tions, not having any religious doctrines or ethical teachings, nor ceremo-

25. Cf. Kosugi 1979, 301; Itō 2000, 103.
26. Cf. Orikuchi 1929, 600–21, esp. 618.
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nial prescriptions.27 It is more important to us here that the Bible and the 
Koran can be called “sacred” because they possess an extraordinary character 
that makes them different from any other textual product of their cultures. 
They are written by distinguished hands under the supposed influence of an 
almighty, other-worldly power. These books are, not simply by their con-
tent, but also in their very existence, considered as proofs of the difference 
between this world and another one. The importance of the Kojiki can be 
interpreted as the opposite of these scriptures: it is not considered the proof 
of the difference of two spheres, but the proof of everything being part of 
the one and only sphere in existence. This is the sphere of “nature” which 
is, as such, the common sphere of the divine and the human, without any 
distinction between this-worldly and other-worldly. This is the context in 
which the earliest Japanese understanding of interpersonal relations acces-
sible to us in written form is drawn. Of course, the Kojiki is an edited vol-
ume, in the sense that the selection of the different stories told in it is clearly 
driven by strong governmental considerations, “only reflect[ing] the mem-
ory of the sixth-century imperial court and not the historical origins of Jap-
anese national memory.”28 Still, without access to any earlier written source 
of the same kind, we have to accept that this eighth-century chronicle is our 
oldest textual access to “ancient” Japanese thought regarding human feelings 
and behavior. In this spirit, I would like to call attention to a few aspects, not 
too often discussed in the enormous literature on the work. 

First, I will concentrate on the symbolic pair of deities, Izanami 伊邪那美 
and Izanagi 伊邪那岐. As the text reads, deities before Izanami and Izanagi 
were “lonely” ones, having no specific “family” relationship with each other. 
It is Izanagi and Izanami who create the island of Onogoro 淤能碁呂島 by 
thrusting a spear down from heaven into the formless ocean-like substance, 
then pulling it out, letting a drop fall back and create firm land.29 This act, 
with the spear as a phallic symbol, is usually interpreted as an act of procre-
ation.30 It is important, however, that although the two deities create Ono-

27. For characteristics of Shinto see Buruma 1985, 3–4; Bocking 2005, 650–1.
28. Isomae 2005, 241.
29. Kojiki 1976, i/1.
30. Cf. Ambros 2015, 26.
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goro together, this is not an act of procreation in the strict sense. They meet 
each other as “male” and “female” only after descending to the island.

Descending from the heavens to this island, they erected a heavenly pillar 
and a spacious palace. At this time Izanagi no mikoto31 asked his spouse [妹] 
Izanami no mikoto, saying. “How is your body formed?” She replied, say-
ing: “My body, formed though it be formed, has one place which is formed 
insufficiently.” Then Izanagi no mikoto said: “My body, formed though it be 
formed, has one place which is formed to excess. Therefore, I would like to 
take that place in my body which is formed to excess and insert it into that 
place in your body which is formed insufficiently, and [thus] give birth to 
the land. How would this be?” Izanami no mikoto replied, saying: “That will 
be good.” Then Izanagi no mikoto said: “Then let us, you and me, walk in a 
circle around the heavenly pillar and meet and have conjugal intercourse.” 
After thus agreeing, [Izanagi no mikoto] then said: “You walk around from 
the right, and I will walk around from the left and meet you.” After having 
agreed to this, they circled around, then Izanami no mikoto said first: “Ana-
ni-yashi, how good [愛] a lad!” Afterwards, Izanagi no mikoto said: “Ana-ni-
yashi, how good [愛] a maiden!” After each had finished speaking, [Izanagi 
no mikoto] said to his spouse: “It is not proper that the woman speaks first.” 
Nevertheless, they commenced procreation [久美度邇興而] and gave birth 
to a leech-child.32

There are four aspects I would like to stress referring to this famous passage.
1.  The first is the fact of Izanami’s and Izanagi’s agreement of their unifica-

tion, an agreement in which, according to Morimoto, the practice of the 
age when the text was written is reflected. “Sexual unification of man and 
woman is not an unsettled, instinctive act, but something that happens on 
the basis of agreement (契約) between the two sexes.”33 

2.  As is already implied, “love” or any related “feeling” cannot be found in 
the passage except the short remark made by both regarding the other’s 
appearance which might be considered a kind of “affection” towards the 
other sex. This is, however, not an emotional longing, and “love” as a feel-
ing will not appear in the relationship between the two deities later. As 
Kamata points out, the first part in the Kojiki where any kind of feeling 

31. I simplified Philippi’s transcription of the names.
32. Kojiki 1968, 50–1. (Philippi’s translation) For Japanese cf. Kojiki 1976, 19–20/214–15.
33. Morimoto 2009, 42.
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appears is Izanami’s shame (辱) when seen by Izanagi in Yomi no kuni in a 
situation which she should not have been seen in.34

3.   Although there is absolutely nobody on Onogoro except Izanami 
and Izanagi, if we take the expression kumido ni okos[hite] (久美度邇 
興而) literally, it seems to follow clearly from their agreement that the 
two go to a specific place to “commence procreation,” referred to as 
kumido.35 This place of their sexual intercourse is usually interpreted 
as kind of a “marital bed” (in Chamberlain’s Latin: “in thalamo [opus 
procreationis],”36 in Florenz’ German “Brautlager,”37 in Heldt’s English 
translation as an expression: “[Izanagi and Izanami] consummated their 
marriage”38). Izanagi’s and Izanami’s going to the place of kumido can, 
again, reflect the tradition of the time in which the text was written and 
in which a kind of “marriage” already existed. Still we sense a strong dis-
crepancy between this self-evident mentioning of “marital bed” and the 
text’s previous sentences in which the first “earthly” conversation between 
the two sexes is depicted, and in which the discovery of the difference of 
genitals is so openly drawn that Chamberlain found it improper to trans-
late this part into English (choosing Latin instead). Thus, it may be more 
plausible to conclude that kumido actually refers to a place distinguished 
not, or not only, because of the “marriage” in the sense it can be under-
stood here, but primarily because of sexual intercourse in itself being a 
distinct act, different from all kinds of every-day activities. It is literally 
natural to talk about the genitals as openly as we read in the cited passage, 
and it is just as natural to start sexual intercourse at a distinct location. 

4.  Thus the agreement and the act of going around the pillar, preceded by 
the recognition of genitals and followed by the act of procreation, become 
parts of a ritual process, which, while it certainly reflects the habits of the 
time, is a ritual closely related to nature as the common sphere of the exis-
tence of deities and humans. The fact that this is also “the memory” of 

34. Kamata 2013, 80; Buruma 1985, 5.
35. In modern Japanese kumido would be written as くみ所, kumi meant here as kumu 組む, 

“to unite.”
36. Kojiki 1932, 23.
37. Kojiki 1919/2014, 14.
38. Kojiki 2014, 9.
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the “imperial court” is, in this case, a proof of the divine character of the 
described ritual, since the divine sphere was the one with which this court 
wished to be associated. 
Izanagi and Izanami play symbolic roles in the depiction of this sphere. 

The impropriety of Izanami’s speaking first after going around the pillar is 
a good example. A common interpretation says, in fact, that this “failure” 
reflects the male-oriented character of the age as opposed to the matriar-
chal or, at least, matrilinear character of earlier times.39 Another reading 
supposes that the birth of the “leech-child” in the story of the two deities 
is a variation of a myth known from several parts of South East Asia. In this 
myth the birth of unsound children was due to the fact that the parents 
were blood relatives, i.e. brother and sister, but at the second time of their 
sexual intercourse the children were already healthy. This interpretation is 
supported by the character imo 妹, meaning both “wife” (female partner) 
and “sister.”40 However, we do not have to choose between the two inter-
pretations. They can be present in the same story at the same time, Izanagi 
and Izanami being equally the symbols of male and female in the relation-
ship of mutual affection, a formal “agreement” of man and woman, as well as 
in the relationship between brother and sister (the male part being, in each 
case, in a superior position).41 The symbolic character of the two deities as 
well as the strength of their unity is well reflected in the fact that Nihonshoki 
refers to them as yōshin 陽神 and inshin 陰神, i.e., yang deity and yin deity,42 
at the end of the passage reading: “Thus yin and yang became one for the 
first time becoming husband and wife.”43 Considering the original meaning 
of yin and yang, i.e. a pair in which each element is defined by the other and 

39. It is important to notice that the same story can also be found in Nihonshoki 日本書紀 
dated only a few years later (720) but without any factual conclusion of Izanami’s speaking first. 
Izanagi simply warns Izanami that she should not have spoken first, they go around the pillar 
again and the story continues in the same way as in the Kojiki after the same repeating of the 
ritual act. Cf. Ambros 2015, 27.

40. Murakami 1988, 455.
41. A later part of the Kojiki mentions a case in which a prince falls in love with his sister and 

this causes disobedience towards him. Kojiki 1976, 174–5. Cf. Kato 1997, 18.
42. Yin and yang appear here referring to the context of the Yijing. The teaching of yin and 

yang played a central role in Japan in its relation to divination and healing. Cf. Miyata 2012, 
Chapter 4.

43. Nihonshoki 1897, 5.
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neither can exist without their unbroken, constant unity, this last sentence 
says nothing else than that the intercourse of Izanagi and Izanami is the act 
of a unity of dynamic poles realizing itself. This is, however, not a tautol-
ogy. Izanagi’s and Izanami’s becoming one by becoming “husband and wife” 
while being “yin deity” and “yang deity” on the one hand and the symbols of 
man and woman (and also brother and sister) on the other, is indeed their 
becoming what they are. The ritual character of the occurrences is especially 
important in the light of these symbolic meanings of the two deities. It can 
be concluded, thus, that there is a symbolic role assigned to sexuality and 
to the related affection in Shinto thought. This role is characterized by the 
notions of naturality, considering nature as a sphere in which the divine and 
the human are originally connected to each other; and rituality, where the 
rite signals the special character of the intercourse. Special, but not in the 
sense of being “extra-ordinary”: the special character of this act actually lies 
in its being as ordinary as possible, as ordinary as the unity of yin and yang. 
This unity, this being one with each other realizes itself in the form of bodily 
intercourse in the sphere of nature which is, at the same time, the sphere of 
the divine, reflecting the continuous unity of the world as a whole without 
any internal separation between “sacred” and “profane,” “this-worldly” and 
“other-worldly.”

This natural character of sexuality can be found, of course, in the myths 
of the most different traditions around the world. Stress has to be laid in 
the case of Japan on the longevity of this naturality, which is mainly due 
to Shinto’s essentially nature-related features. Thus, investigating the role 
of feeling, especially of love in early Japanese thought, one has to bear in 
mind that, while the ruling sacral tradition of Europe marks the beginning 
of human culture with the Fall, after which Adam and Eve “realized they 
were naked,”44 in Japanese folk beliefs there is no such kind of separation of 
sexuality connoting a sense of “sin” from “unrealized” sexuality belonging to 
man’s original unity with the sphere of the natural. “The creation stories fea-
tured in the Kojiki,” says Tonomura, “show no moral censure toward sex per 
se, which is fundamental to cosmic ‘becoming,’ and there was no vocabulary 
for virginity.”45 As Ian Buruma put it,

44. Gen. I.3.7.
45. Tonomura 2007, 354.
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Worship of nature obviously includes sex. Like most Japanese, the gods felt 
no guilt about sex as such.… Sex is an essential, indeed central part of nature. 
There is no question of sin.… [Adam and Eve] were thrown out of the Gar-
den of Eden because Eve took a bite from the apple. They were made con-
scious of good and evil and only thus was it possible to sin. Japan has no such 
myth. Izanagi and Izanami were not directly punished for anything they did. 
They were certainly not removed from any Garden of Eden. Their crisis came 
when Izanami was seen by her husband in a state of pollution.46

Respectively, the Kojiki contains many stories about the ruler of the 
country, descendant of the deities, begirded by unshakable reverence, suf-
fering from desires towards concubines or other ladies. Such is the story 
of emperor Nintoku 仁徳, whose wife was so jealous that concubines were 
not even allowed to look into the palace. Nintoku, however, calls princess 
Kuro 黑, famous for her beauty, making her his concubine, but the princess 
flees, fearful of the anger of Nintoku’s wife.47 Important from my present 
point of view is the fact that Nintoku’s deeds and behavior are not treated 
as immoral at all; on the contrary, the focus is on his wife’s jealousy, and the 
husband’s bitter longing. Jealousy, an essential human feeling, thus seems to 
be as important in early eighth-century Japan as at any part of the world at 
many times in cultural history.48 However, the monogamous lifestyle as a 
moral obligation is not part of the cultural tradition at all. On a more gen-
eral level this shows us that the same sentiments, the same instinctive human 
reactions by no means imply the emergence of the same ethical (or social) 
conventions in one culture as they would imply (or had implied) in another. 
It goes without saying that this generates no qualitative difference between 
the examined cultures, just as Shinto’s long-lasting closeness to nature does 
not cause any qualitative difference between Shinto and other religious tra-
ditions. The fact that some religions change in such a way that at a certain 
point they become rather separated from the sphere of nature, or that they 
become monotheistic, cannot be considered any kind of “progression” or 
“regression” in any objective sense. The more one can exclude such subjec-
tive judgements from the examination of a certain culture, the more one is 

46. Buruma 1985, 4–5. 
47. Kojiki 1976, 157.
48. Cf. Buruma 1985, 5.
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able to understand the subjective judgements of the members of that cul-
ture.

As the few examples above have shown, Shinto significantly contributes 
to the fact that the nature-related character of sexuality and physical desire 
rarely need moral explanation. Sexuality constitutes a link to nature, thus 
to the divine sphere, so there are far fewer ethical restrictions regarding it 
than in many religious traditions. This is also a reason why the concepts of 
love-desire-sexuality cannot easily be separated from each other, and why 
this unity is in the center of literary works such as the Man’yōshū or the Tale 
of Genji.

In the framework of the present study, I cannot go into detail regarding 
same-sex relationships, which mainly (though probably not exclusively49) 
appear in the form of male-male relationships (男色) in Japanese literature. 
It must be mentioned here, however, that the openness of Japanese thought 
towards interpersonal affection is by no means limited to relations between 
male and female. As Schalow pointed out, the forms of male-male relation-
ship can be placed on a very broad scale and, due to the well-known mastery 
of reticence in Japanese literature, in many cases it is not even possible to 
decide whether a certain phrase or word (for example koi 恋 in Episode 38 of 
Ise monogatari) refers to actual intercourse or expresses the longing caused 
by the lack of it.50 It is, however, certain that the male-male relationship is 
present in works as early as the Ise monogatari. 

Returning to the moral aspect, the “Hahakigi” chapter of Genji mono-
gatari deserves attention in this regard. In this chapter, Genji uses Kogimi, 
the younger brother of Utsusemi, to carry messages to his sister, who Genji 
is longing for. At a certain point, Utsusemi scolds her brother saying, “They 
say a child should never bring such messages,”51 reflecting on moral con-
siderations regarding the boy’s being involved in their affair. At the very 
end of the chapter, however, there are no moral considerations mentioned 
when Genji sleeps with the boy instead of his sister, whom he could not 
win. “Genji had the boy lie down with him. The boy so appreciated his 
master’s youth and gentleness that they say Genji found him much nicer 

49. Cf. Faure 1998, 215.
50. Schalow 2000, 465–6.
51. Murasaki 2001, 43.
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than his cruel sister.”52 This intercourse, as translator Royall Tyler noticed, 
“simply arose in the natural course of events brought about by Genji’s pur-
suit of Kogimi’s sister. It was incidental to this pursuit and to Genji’s wider 
patronage of Kogimi.”53 However “incidental,” the scene supports Childs’ 
argument according to which although “we do see occasional moments of 
affection between partners interacting on equal footing and with mutual 
respect,” in Japanese court literature “a fundamental component of love was 
nurture [of the pitiful (愛し) other].”54 The question of whether such behav-
ior of Genji and other characters of medieval Japanese literature can be con-
sidered rape is, of course, subject to debate in contemporary literary theory 
and a very important topic with regard to our contemporary understanding 
of the mentioned era. In the context of the present investigation, the cited 
example had the purpose of illustrating the liberty of early Japanese thought 
regarding “love” and related human affections. This liberty—which looks to 
be libertine if read through the lens of certain moral traditions (such as the 
Western)55—was restricted from different sides by religious and ethical con-
cepts adapted from the continent, such as Confucianism and Buddhism.

Buddhist attitudes towards love and affections

The teaching of the Buddha was focused on the acquittance from 
the phenomenal world which is full of suffering, leaving the endless circu-
lation of saṃsāra, “going out” (nirvāṇa) like a flame. However, it is just as 
important that the Buddha never taught about self-torture: his disciples 
were enjoined to keep themselves away from all extremes, including negative 
ones. The fountainhead of suffering is desire, the way to put an end to suffer-
ing is to extinguish desire. This has serious consequences regarding human 
relationships. 

[The lay devotee] should train himself to feel no special attachment to his 
nearest kin, for his love should go to all creatures; and, after all, why love your 

52. Murasaki 2001, 44.
53. Tyler 2009, 222.
54. Childs 1999, 1061.
55. Cf. Ruth Benedict’s remark on the Japanese attitude towards sexuality. Benedict 2006, 

185.
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son more than all of those fellow-creatures in the world, who may have been 
your sons and daughters in innumerable former lives?56

This strictness evokes unique ways in the adaptation of Buddhism in 
Chinese, and later in Japanese, thought; that is, in systems whose ethics are 
primarily based on interpersonal relationships. 

First, let us turn to the “official” understanding of “love” and related 
affection in the Buddhist context. As forms of love in the general sense are 
primarily related to desire,57 they must be rejected by the devotee to the 
greatest possible extent. Of course, some aspects of love-like dispositions 
are excluded from that prescription. One of these is “kindness” or “friend-
liness” (maitrī)58 towards everyone. This teaching is closely related to that 
of the avoidance of extremes, since “friendliness” is the mean between the 
extremes of exaggerated bonding and hostility. In this general concern, 
“friendship” is not a form of “love” in the positive sense of a sentiment but, 
on the contrary, a barrier against all extremes of sentiment. This general con-
cern of “friendliness” is related to another essential Buddhist notion, “com-
passion” or “mercy” (Skt. karuṇā, Japanese jihi 慈悲, also understood as 
containing maitrī). In this concept we can also find the (in early Buddhism 
non-existent) attitude of sacrificing one’s own detachment from the world 
in favor of helping others to reach the moment of nirvana characteristic 
of Mahāyāna Buddhism. As the vow attributed to Saichō 最澄 (767–822), 
founder of the Japanese school of Tendai (Ch. Tientai) 天台 reads, “it is the 
wish of my heart-mind [心] not only to free myself and reach truth [真理] 
and Buddhahood alone but together with all sentient beings.”59 However, it 
is at least questionable whether this attitude can be considered “love” in any 
sense. It is true that compassion refers to an emotion equally felt towards all 
the others in the world, however, it is strongly connected to another atti-
tude, that is, to indifference or equanimity towards the world they belong 
to. Compassion felt for those towards whom one is also indifferent can 
hardly be understood as “love.” In his illuminating analysis of “the four 
boundless states,” i.e., kindness, compassion, empathetic joy and equanim-

56. Zürcher 2013c, 439–40.
57. Cf. Reddy 2012, 291ff.
58. For translations of the term cf. Gombrich 2009, 85.
59. Saichō’s Hotsuganmon 発願文 as cited by Morimoto 2009, 124.
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ity, Gombrich writes in this regard that “it is the relation between the first 
three states and the fourth which we probably find the most puzzling.”60 He 
adds, however, that this relation is not foreign to the roots of the European 
history of thought either, since

some of the early church fathers were likewise concerned about the relation 
between love, agape in Greek, and equanimity, ataraxia. The ideal, appar-
ently, is that the love and compassion must be not merely unselfish, but 
purged of any element of attachment.61

Still, as Zürcher emphasizes, “being uninvolved” is not only valid in a lim-
ited sphere, e.g., in someone’s profession, but implies indifference towards 
all kinds of general social relationships, even towards those of the family. If 
we ask how Buddhism could still be introduced in China, where the leading 
mode of thought, Confucianism, was based on nothing else but the superi-
ority of social relationships over all considerations related to the individual, 
the answer lies in this very opposition. As Confucian thought had lost a 
great deal of its power, Buddhism could gain ground precisely because its 
features were so different from those of Confucian thought, especially in 
its answers to questions that were hardly even touched by the latter regard-
ing “the death of the individual and the possible continued existence of his 
soul.”62 The opposition of the two traditions came to the surface very soon, 
of course, especially in form of the opposition of the Confucian understand-
ing of filial care towards the parents (孝) and the Buddhist practice of “leav-
ing the household.”63 This opposition contributed to the process through 
which Buddhism lost much of its rigor, becoming more and more popular 
in a much wider range of social classes.

When Buddhism was brought to Japan in the sixth century ce, its cul-
tivation served mainly state purposes, mainly in its protective role, and was 
carried out in a very narrow circle.64 Over the following centuries, the teach-
ing spread across the islands, losing some of its restrictions. The rejection of 
worldly passion and affections meant, for several centuries, the rejection of 

60. Gombrich 2009, 86.
61. Gombrich 2009, 86.
62. Zürcher 2013a, 66.
63. Zürcher 2013b, 295ff.
64. Cf. Kasahara 2007, 47ff., 60ff.
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women as objects of desire in Japan as well. With the spread of the teaching 
it gradually became available for women; however, as Kondō stresses, the 
marginalization of women did not cease until the Edo period, and started 
to disappear only with the kokugaku 国学 school which considered strictly 
male-centered society a product of Song China, thus relativizing the infe-
riority of women.65 This notion of female inferiority had its roots in early 
Buddhist concepts regarding impurity. Sexuality is “identified with defile-
ment, and is loaded with moral affect. In other words, it becomes a form of 
vice.”66 In this respect, the Buddhist denial of sexual desire seems to oppose 
Shinto’s openness to sexuality.

However, it is not only rejection that the Buddhist teaching of the world 
can imply. As we know, it was a central teaching of Kūkai 空海 (774–835), 
founder of the Japanese Shingon 真言 school, that the believer can “become 
buddha in this very body” (即身成仏). As Yuasa emphasized, in earlier 
phases of esoteric Buddhism this formulation had been meant to stress the 
possibility of becoming buddha so quickly that it can happen in this present 
life of the practitioner.67 

Kūkai, however, not only maintained the quickness of becoming a buddha; 
he also added a new significance to the phrase, “in this very body.”… We may 
say that Kūkai’s phrase “in this very body” emphasizes the meaning of “in the 
flesh,” and “in this world” more than just “quickness.”68 

It can be seen, thus, that in certain realms of Japanese Buddhism, as early 
as in the beginning of the ninth century it was not the rejection of the phe-
nomenal world that gained central importance, but the possibility of reach-
ing buddhahood “in this very body,” i.e., within the phenomenal world.

On the other hand, considering the world as something “merely” phe-
nomenal does not necessarily lead to complete rejection either. According 
to the concept of mappō 末法, in the declining era (literally the “end[phase] 
of the dharma”), it is no longer possible to detach from the world of suffer-
ing merely through one’s own efforts, thus the believer has to ask for the 

65. Kondō 1994, 82, 88–9.
66. Faure 1998, 32.
67. Yuasa 1987, 148–9.
68. Yuasa 1987, 149. Cf. Kamata 2013, 90ff.
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help of bodhisattvas like Amitābha ( J. Amida 阿弥陀).69 From the twelfth 
century on, this teaching became very popular in Japan.70 A key reason for 
its success is that the “wicked person” (悪人), i.e. anyone who breaches Bud-
dhist prescriptions, is considered not only able but especially eligible to 
reach Buddhahood (or rebirth on Amida’s pure land) due to having expe-
rienced the unbearableness of this world.71 (“Even a virtuous person can 
attain rebirth in the Pure Land, how much more easily a wicked person!”72) 
Buddhist compassion (慈悲) is “realized on this level of completely rely-
ing on the other power [他力].”73 Here, worldly affection and emotions 
still appear in a negative light, but are considered necessary elements of the 
phenomenal world, elements one cannot change or eliminate; one can only 
hope to be helped to overcome them. It is not the rigorous early teaching of 
Buddhism but this view that characterizes the Kamakura 鎌倉 (1185–1333) 
and Muromachi 室町 (1333–1568) eras (which, of course, does not imply the 
autonomy of Pure Land Buddhism, as Zen continuously played an impor-
tant role in different realms of society). In the context of these periods, it 
will be helpful if we turn our attention to same-sex relationships once again, 
this time within the Buddhist community.

In medieval Japanese monasteries it was an especially wide-spread prac-
tice that monks frequently maintained sexual relationships with young nov-
ices, who were called chigo 稚児.74 The term even had a double meaning: 
“boys between the ages of about seven and fourteen who resided in temples 
as though at a boarding school” and “youths involved in homosexual rela-
tionships with priests.”75 Although there were several Buddhist monks who 
criticized such practices, relationships between monks and novices were so 
common that literary theory also identified a genre of chigo monogatari, i.e., 
stories regarding this kind of relationship written by the monks themselves 
from the Muromachi period onward.76

69. Cf. Reddy 2012, 323ff.
70. Cf. Itō 2000, 194–200.
71. Cf. Morimoto 2009, 156–79; Kamata 2013, 94ff.
72. Yuien 1996, 10. Cf. Dobbins 2012, 97ff.; Itō 2000, 201ff.
73. Itō 2000, 200.
74. Leupp 1996, 38ff.
75. Childs 1980, 127.
76. Childs 1980, 127. Childs argues, however, that the category of chigo monogatari mislead-
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There are three possible interpretations of how male-male love could 
become so wide-spread and tolerated among Buddhist monasteries. First, 
some scholars are of the opinion that the religious content of such tales is 
only a way of justifying the actions of the monks, feeling strong attachment 
to the male youth they were living and having a sexual relationship with.77

Second, Childs and many other interpreters draw attention to the fact 
that as proven by the works preserving the morals of the era, homosexual-
ity was not considered as a “sin”; at least, it was no more serious than inter-
course with the opposite sex.78 Moreover, while some authors insist that 
same-sex relationships could not be “more condolable” than “heterosexual” 
ones,79 Faure stresses that while 

in Japanese sexuality, distinctions between male and female, or between 
homosexual and heterosexual, are perhaps less relevant than that between 
active and passive…, in [this] strictly hierarchical society in which women 
occupied the lowest level, homosexuality encouraged misogyny, and con-
versely.80 

According to this interpretation, the relationship between a monk and a 
young novice as “the passive one” in the intercourse is not so much against 
the prohibition of affections in general as it favors misogyny. 

Third, in the case of chigo, sexual intercourse can also be interpreted, as 
Schmidt-Hori stresses, as a kind of virtuous deed:

These adolescent boys were far more than ordinary temple minions. To 
receive the title of chigo, a boy had to undergo a weeks-long initiation ritual 
called the chigo kanjō 稚児灌頂, through which he was reborn as a bodhi-
sattva. This sacralization meant that sexual intercourse with a chigo provided 

ingly supposes that the stories under this category show similar characteristics. On Edo-period 
literary works reflecting on this tradition cf. Schalow 1992 and Schalow 1993 (with a trans-
lation of Kitamura Kigin’s 1667 collection Rock Azaleas, the first compilation of homoerotic 
poems and prose in Japan).

77. Cf. Childs 1980, 127, referring to Araki Yoshio’s and Ichiko Teiji’s writings.
78. Cf. Faure 1998, 215; Harvey 2000, 420.
79. Harvey 2000, 420.
80. Faure 1998, 217. Cf. Schalow 1993, 3. “Male love as practiced in Japan was always sup-

posed to involve an age-based hierarchy between an adult man and an adolescent youth.”
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the Buddhist master with virtues, rather than with disdain for breaking his 
vow of celibacy.81

The most important point to us here is the fact that, as reflected by the 
tales, male-male relationships were absolutely not limited to sexual inter-
course. The following passage of Aki no Yo no Nagamonogatari clearly shows 
how the feeling of love, without any regard to “sacralization,” i.e. in the most 
general sense, neither “Western,” nor “Buddhist,” so to speak, but in the 
purely human sense of the word, appeared in many of these relationships.

[The monk and the youth] wept as they opened their hearts to each other. 
Sincere were the vows they exchanged as they lay together. Nor were their 
sweet words of love exhausted when, in the cold [morning] room, their 
dreams were suddenly shattered. Short of time, their tears impossible to 
quench, they listened resentfully to the chirruping of a bird perched on a 
bamboo branch that announced the break of day.82

Meanwhile, in our present context of examining whether a “philosophy 
of love” can be designated in the Buddhist tradition, it has to be added here 
that the relationship between the two ends in the death of the younger, and 
this contributes to the monk’s enlightenment. 

He had wakened from the dreams of the floating world, but still the moon 
[reflected] in his sleeves was deluged with his tears whenever someone spoke 
of the past.

The light of the moon we viewed together,
Is it guiding him
Westward, tonight?

This poem written on the wall of the room won high approval from the 
emperor and was chosen for inclusion in the section of Buddhist poems in 
the Shinkokinshū. He had meant to retire from the world, but ‘Moral force 
never dwells in solitude; it will always bring neighbors.’83

These lines show how important a role human feelings and affections played 
in the Buddhist tradition. The conclusion, however, with a passage cited 
from the Confucian Analects (iv.25.), also shows that the frequent appear-

81. Schmidt-Hori 2009, 384.
82. Cited and translated by Childs 1980, 139.
83. Cited and translated by Childs 1980, 150.
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ance of love and affection is based not on an attempt to understand or 
explain love as such, but on the continuous efforts to find a way out of the 
world of samsara usually characterized by such affections.

As I have shown, love and affection were, in some (mainly early) lines 
of the tradition, strictly denied, thus only negatively included in Buddhist 
world-reflection. In other cases, in a more complex way, specific notions of 
love were merged into the interpretation of one’s way to enlightenment, even 
if one cannot call this “philosophical” reflection. In some cases, however, the 
role of love and especially bodily intercourse turned to its opposite, as in 
the figure of Aizen Myōō 愛染明王 (Skt. Rāgarāja), “said to symbolize the 
identity between desire and the aspiration to awakening. The ardent fire… 
of his compassion burns vulgar passions, provoking in their stead a higher 
love that engulfs the entire universe and brings salvation to all beings.”84 
This means that affections and sexuality could become an integral part of 
Buddhist practice, not hindering but even reinforcing “awakening.” In the 
Mahayana tradition, unlike in the Hinayana teaching, says Goepper, “even 
the Defilements (kleśa, Jap. bonnō) can be imbued with positive meaning. If 
they only are sublimated or, according to Buddhist terminology, ‘purified’ 
from their evil character, they may be used as means to ultimate deliver-
ance. The passions then imply Enlightenment (bodhi) or are even identical 
with it.”85 This is the fundamental change in Buddhist world-interpretation 
behind the figure of Aizen, and this is reflected, as Faure points out, in Bud-
dhist practices based on sexual intercourse, as in Tantric Buddhism.

Tantrism constitutes… an attempt to save (by conversion, or taming) all 
beings, even the most evil.… Above all, this motif derives from the notion 
that buddhas and bodhisattvas adapt themselves to beings to convert them 
by the most appropriate method. They therefore manifest the fundamental 
passions, hatred and love, in order to transmute them into their opposites.86

The kind of sexual desire related to such forms of Buddhism is, however, 
far from the everyday experience of “love,” since 

84. Faure 2016, 169.
85. Goepper 1993, 81.
86. Faure 1998, 53.
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sexual intercourse per se is of no avail, even if performed in a formalized 
ritualistic manner.… The Tāntric practitioner who has been awakened to the 
state of mature mastership stands high above the limitations of the average 
human being.87 

This state can be reached not by refraining from but by using worldly enjoy-
ments as a means to reach awakening. Thus, practicing an extreme of worldly 
pleasures produces, by its extremity, the power or energy to break loose from 
worldly extremes. The lineage that brought Kūkai’s teaching of “becoming 
buddha in this very body” and the esoteric approach in general to its final 
limits in Japanese Buddhism, even to being prohibited in the Muromachi 
era, was the Tachikawa school (立川流), whose influence “lingered and was 
felt in many places, in the imperial house as well as in Shingon and Zen 
monasteries.”88 Certain teachings, interpretations and rituals associated 
with this school are also based on the figure and very complex symbolism of 
Aizen Myōō.89

It is important to note that in this context the character of ai 愛 carries a 
specific meaning that differs from those listed in Part 1. In the Chinese Bud-
dhist tradition, ai covers a very broad range of the original Buddhist terms 
belonging to the realm of desire, attachment and lust, also including physi-
cal longing in the sense of kāma.90 Thus compounds like aizen 愛染 have the 
function of expressing the complexity of the original terms, like that of rāga 
in this case.91

In the famous and very influential poems of the Zen monk Ikkyū Sōjun 
一休宗純 (1394–1481), we find a similarly complex combination of different 
notions of ai. Evgeny Steiner refers to the following piece from Ikkyū, illus-
trating how he, “[i]nstead of punishing the body by purging it of all human 
desires…, makes the body an instrument of greater enlightenment.”92

The caress of a beauty…
Deep rivers of love [愛]…

87. Goepper 1993, 83.
88. Faure 1998, 127.
89. Cf. Faure 2016, 202ff.
90. Nakamura 1974, 134–5.
91. Goepper 1993, 79; Nakamura 1974, 136.
92. Steiner 2014, 161.
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In the tower the courtesan sings
with the old Zen man.
I find inspiration 
in embraces and kisses,
And in my heart do not think
the body a pillar of fire.93

Reading such poems by Ikkyū and other Zen monks, one realizes again 
that one must step out of the categories of “religion,” “philosophy,” or “litera-
ture” when analyzing the Japanese history of thought, otherwise the limits 
of these categories would limit one’s understanding of the works that cover 
all of these thematic fields without being restricted to any of them. And, of 
course, one has to renounce such terms as “philosophy of love.” In Ikkyū’s 
poems we can see how the most impressive reflections on interpersonal 
affection, the deepest and most open involvement in fleshly intercourse of 
human beings, appear in the context of a characteristically Japanese-type 
tradition of Buddhism, in Japanese Zen—still without becoming a “philoso-
phy of love.” This is because the subject here is not love, affection, or sexual 
intercourse. Ikkyū continuously (and sometimes very harshly) stresses his 
conviction that the hypocrisy of monasteries is very far from enlighten-
ment, and that “the external trappings of religion were but skin covering the 
bones”94, as in the following poem: 

The Arhat has left the dust, no more desire [情].
Playful games at the brothel, so much desire [情].
This one is bad, this one is good.
The monk’s skill, Devil-Buddha desire [情].95

As translator Sonja Arntzen adds, 

The meaning of jō in the last line is purposefully ambiguous. Taken as “con-
dition,” one could paraphrase the meaning of the last two lines as “Making 
distinctions between good and evil, the monk’s skill lies in knowing the 
essential condition of the Buddha and the Devil.” Yet, the philosophical 
language may be suggesting the lewd, since, given the context, the two lines 

93. Cited by Steiner 2014, 161. Cf. Faure 1998, 112, for Arntzen’s translation cf. Ikkyū 
1988, 117.

94. Keene 1966, 65.
95. Ikkyū 1988, 135.
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could just as easily mean “That girl is no good, this girl will do; the monk’s 
skill is having the appetite of a devilish Buddha.”96

As is well reflected here, with the ideas that he articulates in his poems, 
Ikkyū was illustrating the internal paradox of the self looking for selfless-
ness, of language looking for being loose of words, of the extremity of the 
denial of extremes, recognizing that to be true to one’s belief means that 
one must deny oneself at the same time—as Nanquan said answering to 
the question “What is the truth that has not been told to people?… It is 
not the mind, not the Buddha, not things.”97 On the other hand, Ikkyū’s 
thought has powerful effects on the general understanding of love in Jap-
anese cultural history, without any regard for its religious or philosophical 
context. From the opposing direction, Ikkyū reaches the same freedom of 
thinking about interpersonal relations and bodily intercourse as non-Bud-
dhist Japanese authors. In his example it is very well reflected that although 
Buddhism originally rejected affections, sentiments and emotions as sources 
of desire, it was also Buddhism that, in various ways and exactly through 
this characteristic “extremization” of desire, drew more attention to human 
affections and emotions than any other religious tradition in Asia. Further-
more, the affirmative interpretation of the phenomenal world, stemming 
from teachings like that of the Heart Sutra’s “form itself is emptiness, empti-
ness itself is form,”98 was especially influential in Japanese Buddhism. This is 
well reflected in doctrines as early as Kūkai’s “becoming buddha in this very 
body,” but also in a large variety of later works in Buddhist literature, as was 
shown by the example of Ikkyū. As Eisenstadt says,

the tendencies to immanentization and to a more this-worldly emphasis 
extended beyond doctrinal matters and ritual practices to more general 
cultural orientations and themes…. Such immanentist orientations, with a 
very strong affirmation of nature and of this-worldly attitudes, could also be 
identified in the attitudes towards sex in Japanese Buddhism.… Significantly, 
there developed in Japanese Buddhist sects, even in various Zen schools, a 

96. Arntzen’s note in Ikkyū 1988, 136.
97. Wumen’s Gate 1999, 91.
98. Heart Sutra 2001, 127.
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much more direct affirmation of sex as a set of natural givens, together with a 
rather weak emphasis on its problematization in transcendent terms.99

To elaborate in detail on the circumstances that influenced and made pos-
sible such alterations would go far beyond the limits of the present examina-
tion. It is reasonable to assume, however, that Shinto’s attitude towards the 
world as one undivided unity, and the liberty inherent in Shinto thought 
towards sexuality in particular (as discussed in Part 3), played a significant 
role in shaping the character of Japanese Buddhism.

Conclusion

Let us now return to the question of whether a “Japanese philoso-
phy of love” can be identified on the basis of Shinto or Buddhist thought. 
In the case of Shinto, as I argued, all kinds of interpersonal relations belong 
to the realm of nature, which means to the sphere of the divine. Thus, due 
to the “naturality” of love, no specific philosophical reflection on love was 
formed based on the Shinto tradition. In the case of Buddhism, the under-
standing of interpersonal affections is, in a specific sense, similar to that of 
Shinto, as Buddhism also assigns such affections to a sphere in some sense 
similar to that of “nature” in Shinto. But this sphere means in Buddhism 
the world of desires that must be eliminated. Thus, the basic interpreta-
tion of “love” in Buddhism would be that it is a sub-category of desire. This 
interpretation might be called a “negative philosophy of sentiments”: not a 
“philosophy of love” but a philosophy reflecting on love as part of saṃsāra. 
The second interpretation is strongly related to the notion of mappō and the 
concept of relying on the “other power.” This approach does not actually 
change the negative character of love; it only differs from the previous one 
in its acceptance of it. Finally, we can separate a third case, in which certain 
kinds of relationships, particularly sexual intercourse, are used as means of 
finding the way out of the phenomenal world. Here we find a narrow line 
of interpretation in which an interpersonal relationship is understood as a 
tool for enlightenment. Love and bodily intercourse are not mere sub-cat-
egories of desire here but become elements of spiritual liberation. Based on 

99. Eisenstadt 1996, 234.
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that, they also become the subject of philosophical reflection in the positive 
sense; however, that philosophical reflection is not directed towards love 
itself, but the form of liberation mentioned above.

One might say, thus, that although some forms of interpretation 
included some elements of philosophical reflection on love and related 
affections, a “philosophy of love” in the sense of a philosophical approach 
towards the understanding and interpretation of love itself cannot be 
detected in either Shinto or Japanese Buddhist thought. Still, this answer 
would be insufficient if we consider the importance assigned to “love” in the 
examined traditions. We cannot speak thus of “the lack” of a “philosophy of 
love” in Japanese thought as if (any kind of ) a “philosophy of love” would  
be something that a culture must create. Without a philosophical reflec-
tion on love in the explicit sense of the word, Japanese thought did indeed 
develop its characteristic understandings of love. These very heterogeneous 
notions appear in an endless variety of literary works, sometimes with reli-
gious and/or philosophical inspirations, sometimes without. The fact that 
the Western eye does not find the kind of philosophical reflection it was 
looking for makes it, of course, very difficult to do comparative analysis with 
Western philosophies of love. Still, most fortunately, this only affects the 
comparison of philosophies of love; it in no way limits a comparative under-
standing of the many and varying notions of love in general.

*  This study was completed with the support of the otka k 120375 project, 
“Self-interpretation, Emotions, and Narrative.”
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