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1. Ainu Religion

What is the basis of the Ainu religion?

Ainu beliefs hold that everything is endowed with a spirit. These beliefs hold respect for kamuy
including plants and animals which give of themselves for human use, fire, water, daily living
implements, etc., and forces beyond human control, such as the weather.

It is also believed that these interactions between humans and kamuy are the basis of this world.
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Outline of Ainu Religion
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It is tremendously difficult to translate the Ainu word kamuy. None of the usual renderings "gods",
"spirits", "deities", and the Japanese "Kami (gods)" captures its meaning. Therefore, in this brochure
the word is left untranslated.
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For the past century, the environment surrounding Ainu religion has undergone dramatic changes, as is
the case in other ethnic groups in surrounding areas. Policies of assimilation since the Meiji era have
led to less value being placed on the Ainu traditional culture and have lessened the opportunities to
engage in rituals.

However, some people continue to conduct customs in the traditional manner; others record prayers to
kamuy still others actively follow their traditional customs and beliefs.
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Today, as in Japanese society at large, Ainu live their lives according to various religious beliefs.

Still, with the recent movement to restore and preserve Ainu culture, interest in Ainu spiritual culture
has increased.

In recent years, Ainu beliefs and rituals have been taught in various places. Some traditional rituals
have been restored, some created.

This brochure describes traditions as understood by people born and raised between the Meiji era and
the early Showa era.
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In many regions, the manner in which rituals are conducted and awareness of kamuy are similar, but
there are variations to this in some regions and among individuals.

Ainu consider it sacrilegious to talk about religion, or to listen to someone talk about it. Certain
behaviors are proscribed, depending on a person's age, gender and status.
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2. Various Kinds of Kamuy

Ideas of kamuy vary with regions and individuals. It has been commonly said that kamuy are fire,
water, sun, moon, animals and plants. Some kamuy are thought to cause disease, earthquakes, thunder
and other natural phenomena.

In addition to these naturally occurring kamuy, man-made implements —boats, hearth hooks, mortar
and mallet-are believed to be kamuy.

When kamuy inhabit their own world, they take human form.
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Kamuy have emotions and individual characters as well as humans do. Some are believed to act
favorably toward humans, others unfavorably.

Kamuy come to human world when they have some roles and wishes to visit. At such times, they
dress according to the role they wish to play. For example, the Bear-kamuy put on a bearskin.
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@ Kamuy Beneficial to Humans

It is believed that some kamuy provide humans with necessities for life and offer conveniences.
Animals provide meat for food and fur for clothing. Plants serve as food, provide medicines, and are
used to make tools and fabric.
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Some kamuy protect humans, so that they can live in safety. Other kamuy offer assistance beyond
human ability.
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@ Kamuy with Evil Spirits

In Ainu beliefs, there are kamuy with good spirits and kamuy with evil spirits. The purpose for which
the Smallpox-kamuy comes to human world is to spread the disease, and until the mission has been
fulfilled, the kamuy can not go back to their world. Storm and thunder can bring catastrophe, so
humans treat them as kamuy with veneration.

Therefore, Ainu pray that these kamuy may leave quickly.
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3. Sending Kamuy Back to Their World

Kamuy return to their world when their missions are completed. At that time, humans pray for
beneficial kamuy to visit again and send them back to their world by addressing gratitude and
offerings.
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4. Beliefs in Ancestors

@ The afterlife

In Ainu beliefs the deceased go to "the world after this world", where they make villages as they did in
life. While some others say that the details of the afterlife are not so clearly known.
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@ Regarding Ancestors

Offerings of liquor, tobacco, and prepared foods etc. are given to ancestors. It is believed that by
giving these things the ancestors' lives will be enriched in "the world after this world".
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1. Praying to Kamuy

Whenever Ainu wish to convey something to kamuy, such as requests or thanks, they pray.
Prayers are a part of regular life and also use on special occasions, such as the building of a boat or a
house. Some prayers are for particular seasons, such as those for big fish catches.
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A Variety of Rituals
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When Ainu conduct prayers or rites, their roles are assigned or limited, depending on their age and sex.
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@ Places to Pray

The places to pray vary depending on the kamuy appealed to and the purpose for the prayer. The
prayers and rituals are usually conducted around the hearth. And in case of necessity some rituals are
held at an alter outside.
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@ Ritual Utensils

A variety of utensils are used in Ainu rituals. These photographs show some examples.

22



FEZIA N & M F=NSIRD G DI, I LA REMNEEHFET 2 720I1/ED Lz, N
5 DM EZD, ZOWE KD LA RKELEIZS D 2T ET,

BE17 BEEHEFZ200A5

HLANHET BWAEANSHIZ., BFEHOBMEXMLTCTHWSNE L, BHEI18IE,
MAEBIZTRE, 20O LIZWHEEBET 272005 #EWZIRETT,

5H 18

Photo 16: The sacred sticks are decorated with shavings. They have various uses:to offer to kamuy
and to exorcise evil spirits. And also sticks themselves are kamuy.

Photo 17: sticks to offer liquor to ancestors and kamuy

Photo 18: bowls for sacred liquor
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I A ritual being conducted by an elderly man.
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2. Various Prayers

@ The Rituals Sending Bear-Kamuy to Their World

Ainu return the souls of captured bears and those raised in the village back to the kamuy world. Rites
for the latter have special importance and are regarded as particularly important sending back
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ceremonies. Many people are invited from neighboring villages.
@ The Ritual Welcoming Salmon

Before the fishing season for salmon, Ainu pray for a big catch and at the end of the season they offer
their gratitude for the catch.
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© A Prayer to Ward off the Epidemic-Kamuy

By putting herbs with strong odor at a front door and windows, Ainu pray that the Epidemic-kamuy
may stay away.

@ Rituals for Ancestors
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