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Shinto Priest Organizations in the Early Modern Period with Furegashira

INOUE Tomokatsu

This paper unravels the forms of existence and characteristics of Early Modern Shinto priest organizations by
making an intercomparative study of research on Shinto priest organizations amassed on individual regions. In
light of the collection of earlier research that focuses on the relationship between furegashira (liaison officer) and
fureshita (subordinate), the subject of this study is Shinto priest organizations with a furegashira or similar leader.
Examples from Matsumae to Kyushu have been used for the purpose of this study.

Many such Shinto priest organizations existed in each region, regardless of whether or not the region was
under the control of a daimyo, and they developed in a variety of ways. It was possible for organizations in regions
were dismembered to many feudal lords to exist relatively free from the authority of the feudal lord, which
enabled the organization to retain the autonomy they had enjoyed since the previous lord. The organizing of
Shinto priests by feudal lords who had comparatively large fiefdoms in some cases involved the establishment
of a furegashira by the lord's authority, while in other cases an existing organization belonging to a shrine in a
particular area that had been prominent since the Middle Ages. Even in the case of the former, it was common
to depend on local Shinto priest organizations that had developed in counties and villages as subordinate
organizations. Shinto priest organizations established by daimyo authority sometimes triggered strong resistance
from Shinto priests taking service with shrines of equal standing to the shrine at which the furegashira served.
There were even instances in which the organizations proceeded to split apart when such local authority
disappeared or weakened. In the case of the latter, there was relatively little resistance from the same district,
though conversely there were instances when the feudal lord’s authority imposed limitations on the autonomous
existence of the region’s prominent shrines.

The principle for the structuring of Shinto priest organizations was not simply based on the rationale of
furegashira-fureshita, as their relationships were justified according to several rationale, including official rank,
title and sankin (attendance at the region’s prominent shrines). The formation of a group of Shinto priests based
on sankin is thought to be a rather old form. Although the konjo (the head of the Sihnto school) controlled Shinto
priests in the provinces by relying on such organizations, there were even instances when they fulfilled the role of

aiding Shinto priests who sought to extricate themselves from the existing organization or established order.
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