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16:00–18:00

Sang-yun Han (Tohoku University)  
Between Religion and Superstition: The Conceptual Entanglement of Mikkyō and 
the Occult in Postwar Japan

The introduction to Japan, in 1973, of Colin Wilson’s 1971 The Occult was an 
important moment in the religious history of the archipelago, as it led to the 
establishment of the Japanese-language term “okaruto,” still used today as an 
umbrella term to describe all things esoteric and supernatural. The translation 
of Wilson’s work did not constitute, however, a mere acceptance of Western 
concepts: on the contrary, it represented a complicated negotiation process 
with a pre-existing religious context. As soon as it was introduced into Japan, 
the idea of “okaruto” was almost immediately associated with the idea of 
“Mikkyō,” a term which, commonly translated as “Esoteric Buddhism,” is used 
to describe the most “secretive” forms of (Japanese) Buddhist thought. In fact, 
even before the more active introduction of the term “okaruto” into Japan, 
other Western works were already being interpreted in this light. Note, for 
instance, J. C. Cooper’s 1971 Religion in the Age of Aquarius which was 
translated into Japanese in 1972 as The Revival of Mikkyō (Mikkyō no Fukken). 
In this presentation, I will argue that, despite attempts by traditional sects to 
separate “orthodox Mikkyō” from the then popular category of “the Occult”, 
the conceptual entanglement between these two aspects led to a 
popularization of esoteric Buddhism in Japanese society, ultimately redefining 
the country’s religious landscape.

Final discussion

How can we approach “esotericism” in Asia and facilitate cross-disciplinary 
research?

19:00 Dinner: Mayer am Pfarrplatz

Free registration until June 29, 2023 at 
patricia.mayer@univie.ac.at
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