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East Asian maritime culture and the sea gods of Shinto

Sekine, Hideyuki

This paper considers the sea gods of the Japanese Shinto pantheon from the perspective of changes in East Asian maritime
culture. Three representative Japanese gods of the sea will be examined concerning their transformation into folk gods, national
ritual deities, mythological deities, and shrine deities. The mother culture of the Japanese sea gods is presumed to be that of
the Go and Etsu people, who dispersed in all directions. They served the sea gods as a tribe of seafarers consisting mainly
of fishers and navigators. When the Yamato Kingdom took control of Japan, they created the political system and were responsible
for national rituals. In addition, when the Yamato Kingdom adopted the Ritsuryo system, Japanese mythology was created in
which the imperial family and the ancestors of the sea gods were said to be in a blood relationship. At this point, rituals to
the sea gods became a political idea rather than a religion. Furthermore, the sea gods in Japanese myths became deities of
shrines erected all over the country. There, with the intake of the beliefs of warriors and the populace, events that had nothing
to do with the sea were held. This transformation of the sea gods was probably also experienced in China, Southeast Asia,
and the Korean Peninsula. Breaking away from the categories of “Japanese sea gods” and “Korean sea gods,” this attempt
to trace and reconstruct the maritime culture of East Asia is a necessary research topic that can also be useful in building
mutual empathy in East Asia.



