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The Writing of Buddhist Dedication Vows
in the Insei Period of Japan:
Examining the Interaction Between
Religion and Sovereignty

Pei-chun Kuo*
Abstract

Rituals form a crucial component of religious practices, allowing
believers to participate in religious activities and manifest their
faith actively. Among these practices, Buddhist dedication vows
frequently appear in certain rituals. These vows serve as a vital means
of expressing religious devotion, and the content of the vows can
vary significantly depending on the status of the devotee. This paper
focuses on the Buddhist dedication vows of Japan's unique political
figures, the “In” (Daijo Tenno, or Retired Emperor) and “Nyoin”
(Empress Dowager or Female Imperial Family Member), seeking
to analyze the distinctive features of these vows as expressed by
members of the ruling class who had taken monastic vows. Notably,
despite obtaining the status of monks or nuns, these ruling figures
did not necessarily enter monastic life; instead, they often retained
or even established exclusive political institutions, continuing their
involvement in political affairs. Scholars have long recognized the

relationship between premodern Japanese religious rituals and political

*
Assistant Professor, Department of History, National Taiwan University.
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power, and the composition of dedication vows can be viewed as a
religious declaration made by the vow-maker during Buddhist rituals,
addressed to both the deities and the audience. In the context of the
active participation of the Japanese monarchy in Buddhist rituals
during the ancient and medieval periods, this study examines the vows
of the “In” and “Nyoin” to explore how different power holders used
Buddhist rituals to reinforce their political authority and express their
political vision through these vows. By analyzing the specific content
of these rituals, this paper aims to deepen our understanding of the
interaction between sovereignty and religion, demonstrating how
religious rituals serve as a significant arena for expressing political
power. Additionally, this study provides new analytical perspectives on
the relationship between religion and politics in ancient and medieval

Japan.

Keywords: /n, Nyoin, Dedication Vows, Daijo Tenno, Bodhisattva
Nun



