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Spirit Possession Rituals in India, China and Japan:

An Invitation into the Study of Texts of “Mixed Esotericism”

Nobumi Iyanaga

The present essay is an attempt to construct a bridge across two (or three) fields of
scholarship, namely the study of spirit possession in ancient India, medieval and modern
Japan, and medieval China. It posits that a certain type of spirit possession practice in these
cultures was historically related through the transmission of Buddhism. The essay begins
with definitions of two terms used in its title: “spirit possession” and “zomitsu” %
(“mixed esotericism”). The author prefers to use “spirit possession” rather than
“shamanism,” because the latter term denotes a particular type of spirit possession
practiced in Siberia. Concerning the term “zomitsu,” as opposed to “junmitsu” #% (“pure
esotericism”), the essay points out that this opposition itself is based on a rather arbitrary
value judgement, and the division of esoteric works into these two categories cannot be
objective. However, the category “zomitsu” may be useful in so far as it can designate a
group of texts dealing with magical methods which aimed to satisfy the daily and worldly
wishes and needs of believers.

After surveying recent studies related to Indian lore on spirit possession as well as
religious and medical practices in Japan’s medieval period, this essay contends that the
Japanese practices were influenced by the Indian techniques of spiritual possession which
were imported from the Continent through Buddhist esotericism. It then analyzes a
Chinese text from the fifth century. Comparing it with later Tantric texts, the author
demonstrates that this text describes a ritual of prophecy through a kind of spirit possession
that became widely known after the eighth century through Tantric texts. This is a very
early example of such practices, which suggests that its origins trace back to Indian
popular religion rather than Tantric religiosity. The author then presents several cases of
spirit possession rituals in Song-period China. The essay ends with remarks on Japanese

developments of spirit possession rituals of Indian origin.
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