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Religious Groups and Their Regional Background in a Mountain Village:
A Case of Ohno Village, Chichibu District, in the Edo Era

Kazuhiko MIKI

Generally, there are various beliefs in a town or a village in Japan. Though geogra-
phers have often focused their studies on sacred places, they have paid little attention to the
analysis of the situations of religion in an ordinary town or a village.

This study takes up Ohno village, a mountainous area in Chichibu District (currently
in Saitama Prefecture), and examines how religious groups reflected the contemporary
regional situation in the Edo era. It is supposed that frequent commodity exchanges with
other places had a great impact on the religious activity in the village.

The author investigates the stone monuments in Ohno in the Edo era in order to
examine the groups that supported the beliefs. As a result, it becomes evident that the setting
up by men of religion gradually decreased after the 18th century. On the other hand, the
setting up by villagers, notably by religious groups (ko), increased in this period. These
religious groups were devoted to diverse objectives: religious service, pilgrimage, meeting by
occupation and so forth.

The religious situation mentioned above corresponds to socio-economic changes in
Ohno of those days. Large amount of charcoal used by people in Edo were produced in the
mid-18th century, and various products such as rope of bamboo and bark of oak were sent to
the surrounding towns. Bars, inns and forwarding agencies appeared in this mountain village,
and some villagers were engaged in business outside Ohno village.

With these economic changes, individual households in the village became relatively
rich after the mid-18th century and came to gain a certain influence in the village administra-
tion. These economic and social conditions seem to have led to the organization of religious
groups by villagers in the same period.

The character of some groups was also connected with the village society. In a
religious group devoted to the mountain god, the relationship of the members reflected the
hierarchy of the villagers, while in a group for pilgrimage to Mt. Haruna the members were
equal, which suggests the improvement of the social situation of ordinary villagers.

The relation between religion and region is a subject to be further observed also in

other towns and villages.
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