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Ogyuu Sorai’s Tengusetu and the Intellectual Development of
Demon and Spirit Theories in Early Modern Japan
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Abstract

This paper examines one aspect of early modern Japanese discourse on demons
and spirits (kishin) through a close reading of Ogyuu Sorai’'s “Tengusetsu” and
Hiraga Gennai's “Tengu Dokuro Kantei Engi”. What these two texts share is a
skepticism toward attempts to define the nature of kishin through reason or
doctrine, as well as a relativizing perspective that reevaluates the practical value
of folk beliefs from an agnostic standpoint. Sorai emphasizes not the essence of
kishin, but the importance of ritual propriety and the cultivation of human
sentiment, while Gennai parodies belief in spirits to criticize the vacuity of
meibutsugaku (the study of famous objects or curiosities). Despite their different
approaches, both figures converge in their sensibility of treating kishin as objects
of wit and satire, offering an intellectual stance that reconsiders the relationship
between religious belief and everyday life.
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