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The Psychological Meaning of Fire Symbols in
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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this essay is to present two traditional Japanese fire festivals (Otomatsuri and Omihachiman-
sagicho-matsuri), psychologically interpret the meaning of their fire symbols and through that discuss the
characteristics of the traditional Japanese way of life. These two fire festivals show that the connection with “the self”
(Jung, 1921) recovers the vitality of the ego. In addition, they suggest that the ego has to abandon the egoistic and
self-protective way of life in order to connect with “the self”. The fire of these festivals symbolizes abandoning the
egoistic and self-protective way of life as well as getting the power of “the self”. These two festivals share this trait,
but there are also some differences. The participants in Otomatsuri temporarily become gods, while the participants
in Omihachiman-Sagiché-Matsuri never become gods. Otdmatsuri shows that the ego has to endure the conflict of
its opposing inner forces in order to abandon the egoistic and self-protective way of life. This corresponds to Jung’s
thought that, in the individuation process where the ego makes the relationship with “the self”, it is most important to

unite these opposing inner forces.
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INTRODUCTION

It is said that the Japanese don’t express their
thoughts directly. I think that there are two reasons
why we don’t express our thoughts directly. The first
one is because we think that actually doing is more
honest than only speaking without doing anything. In
this case we are aware of our thoughts about what we

do but don’t always express them verbally. The
reason for this is that, if we practice what we think is
right, the people who see our behavior will under-
stand our thoughts. We believe that empathizing with
each other without explanation is truer and more
beautiful than understanding by verbal explanation.
This is a Japanese traditional aesthetic.

However, we are not always aware of our thoughts.
On the contrary, we often don’t know ourselves as
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deeply or accurately as we imagine. This is the second
reason that we don’t express our thoughts. For
example, we often can not explain the reason for our
behavior. Traditional Japanese parents used to
believe that children should understand what the
nature of human life is by watching parents’ behavior
and form their way of life by following parents’
behavior. So, traditional Japanese parents did not
directly teach their children their thoughts about life.
Japanese people think traditionally that our true
thoughts are manifested not by what we say but by
how we act. Therefore, when Japanese people try to
learn something, we first try to follow an example
without understanding the verbal explanation. It is
not until afterward that we realize the meaning of the
example behavior.

In this way Japanese people have transmitted the
traditional way of life from generation to generation
without knowing the meaning verbally. Therefore, we
practice some traditional behavior, customs and
rituals without realizing that they have a lot of deep
wisdom about human life. According to a Japanese
folklorist Yanagida Kunio (1942, pp. 240-241),
Japanese religious teachings have been transmitted
traditionally not by scriptures but by acts and
feelings, for example festival rituals. If a social
structure is unchangeable, this way of transmitting
the tradition is effective. The reason is that, because
people meet similar situations to those of the former
generation, they can feel strongly that the traditional
way of life is useful. But today, because the structure
of our society is changing drastically, it is very
difficult to feel that our traditional way of life is useful.
Moreover, we can not explain clearly what it means.
So we are coming to think that it is meaningless and
trying to discard it. But our traditional way of life
actually has deep meaning. If we were aware of the
meaning, we could make use of the traditional way of
thinking and integrate it with our modern lifestyle.

The purpose of this essay is to discuss the
traditional Japanese way of life by interpreting some
Japanese festivals (matsuri). To do that, I will take
up some symbolic objects or performances from
selected Japanese festivals because I think they
symbolically express the traditional Japanese thinking
about the way of life.

METHODS

I researched 8 Japanese festivals in the Kinki
Region from February 2006 to March 2008. These
festivals are selected via the sequential following way:
1) I collected information about famous festivals from

many books which introduced a lot of festivals of the
Kinki Region including Kyoto, Osaka, Shiga, Hyogo,
Nara, Wakayama, and Mie. In total, 388 festivals were
collected. 2) I selected the representative symbolic
objects or behavior from each festival. Then I
classified them into 128 categories, for example, hi
(fire), mikoshi (portable shrine), otoko (man), onta
(rice-planting performance) and so on. Most festivals
contained multiple categories. For example,
Otomatsuri in Wakayama had symbols from the fire
and man categories. 3) To research the main symbol
of each season, I counted every month’s number of
festivals using each category and found the symbol
used most often in each month. Results showed that
the symbol most often used from January to February
was the fire & torch, the portable shrine from April to
May, the portable shrine in July, bonodori (bon
dance) in August, and the portable shrine again in
October. In March, June, September, November and
December, remarkably frequent symbols were not
found. It is possible to think that these symbols are
representative of Japanese seasonal festivals. 4) I
selected Japanese festivals which used these main
symbols and were very famous and then researched
them. When I selected them, I gave priority to
festivals which are officially recognized by the
Japanese Government, prefecture or city.

RESULTS

According to the above-mentioned method, to
examine the meaning of fire symbols in Japanese
Spring festivals, I selected the Otomatsuri and
Omihachiman-sagicho-matsuri festivals. Here, 1
report the procedure of each festival and what the
meaning of it is, beginning with Otomatsuri. After
that, I will analyze Omihachiman-sagiché-matsuri
before concluding with a discussion, wherein I
compare and contrast the two festivals.

Case 1: Otématsuri

Festival procedure

Otomatsuri is held in the Kamikura shrine every
year, on February 4th. I researched the festival in
2007. The shrine is in Shingt City in Wakayama
Prefecture, and located at the top of Mt. Kamikura on
which the giant rock called Gotobiki stands. The
southern area of Wakayama in which Shingu City is
located has been called Kumano from ancient times.
Traditionally Japanese people have thought that
Kumano is the world of the gods and goddesses. It is
said that the Gotobiki rock of Mt. Kamikura is the



The Psychological Meaning of Fire Symbols in Japanese Spring Festivals 39

medium which embodies the gods and goddesses of
Kumano. These mythological things all show that Mt.
Kamikura is a sacred place. Going there is symbolical-
ly entering the world of the gods and goddesses.
Therefore people who try to go to the shrine have to
purify themselves, and then go up a steep flight of 538
stone steps as if they are transgressing the boundary
between the human world and the world of the gods
and goddesses.

In the dusk, in the fading light of the festival day, a
lot of men, who wear white happi coats and hold unlit
wooden torches, go up the stairs to the shrine. They
are called noboriko which is the name for the
participants in this festival. Only men can become
noboriko. The volunteers for noboriko must purify
themselves by keeping away from women and eating
only food of white color, for example tofu, kamaboko
(processed white fish meat made into a seasoned
paste), rice and so on, for about a week before the
festival. The white happi coat symbolizes that they
are purified. When it gets completely dark, the
precinct of the shrine is so crowded with thousands of
noboriko that they can not move at all. They must be
shut in darkness until the beginning of the ritual, in
which a sacred fire is lit.

A few hours after it gets dark, a group which
performs the ritual comes up to the shrine. The group
consists of the guji, who is the chief priest of the
shrine, and the kaishakunin, who are parishioners of
the shrine. Arriving at the shrine, they start the ritual
under the Gotobiki rock. In the ritual, the gzji makes
a sacred fire, light a small wooden torch with it and
then, under the flaming torch, offers some sacred food
to the gods and the goddesses of Kumano. After that,
when the guji ignites a huge torch with the sacred
small torch, some of the kaishakunin shoulder the
huge flaming torch and go down to a spot called
Nakanojizo on the mountainside where about 200
noboriko wait for the arrival of the huge torch. As
soon as the huge torch arrives, the noboriko light
their small torches from its flames and run up the
steps to the shrine at the top of the mountain. When
they arrive at the shrine, the number of noboriko
waiting in darkness light their torches one after
another. Thousands of torches flame up and the whole
area turns into a sea of fire (Figure 1). All those who
are there, both the fenced-in noboriko and the
spectators standing outside the gates, are fascinated
by the shining light as well as overwhelmed by the
fierce heat. But none of the noboriko can escape the
sea of fire because the gate of the shrine is kept closed
by the kaishakunin. So the noboriko, afflicted by the
ambivalent experience of the simultaneous fascination
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Figure 1 Thousands of burning torches
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Figure 2 The kaishakunin pushing back
the shrine gate

and suffering, come to be violently excited.

A lot of the noboriko try to go out and rush the
gate. But the kaishakunin push back the gate with all
their might and keep the noboriko inside the fenced
precinct of the shrine (Figure 2). The moment that
their excitement reaches a climax, the gate is
suddenly opened. Innumerable men with their flaming
torches rush out of the gate and run down the steep
flight of steps. The scene is as if a river of fire is
flowing down. At the foot of the mountain, many
women wait for the men coming back with their
flaming torches and, when the men arrive there,
congratulate them on their accomplishment and safe
return. When all of the noboriko go back to their
homes, the festival finishes.

Festival meaning

Originally this festival was held on January 6th
according to the old Japanese calendar, to celebrate
the New Year. The role of making a sacred fire is
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filled now by the guji but, in the past, was filled by the
hijire who had finished the practices of Shugendo and
become a saint (Miyake, 1987). Shugendo is a
original syncretic Japanese religion which came about
by amalgamating an ancient Japanese mountain
religion with Shinto, Taoism and esoteric Buddhism.
It has many ascetic practices which are performed in
mountains. Ascetics of Shugendo try to purify
themselves and become one with nature via those
hard practices. In Shugendo, there are some New
Year’s events in which sacred fire is made by hiir:
who have finished the ascetic practices. For example,
Shoreisai is a very famous festival which is performed
on Mt. Haguro which is a sacred place of Shugendo in
Yamagata Prefecture (Miyake, 1987). Moreover, in
Japan, there are many shrines which make sacred fire
and give it to their parishioners during the New Year’
s period. A famous one is Nyddasai of the Omiwa
shrine in Nara Prefecture (Miyake, 1987). These
Shinto events are thought to be influenced by the
above-mentioned Shugendo events. Nowadays, in
Otomatsuri, the fires of the moboriko’s torches are
put out when they come down the mountain but, in
the old days, the noboriko brought back their flaming
torches to their homes and used them to light the
candles of their kamidana (a Shinté alter like a
shrine) (Miyake, 1987). In short, Otomatsuri is the
event by which the Ziji77, who has gotten the sacred
power via his ascetic practices, gives people his
power.

It is important that the sacred power is gotten only
by the hard ascetic practices. The power is one which
human beings can not receive passively from the
deities but can only get by these active practices. This
reveals the original Japanese thought about the
relationship between the sacred power of deities and
human beings. The main ascetic practice is fasting,
which means abandoning human desires. A core belief
of Shugendo is that human beings become pure and
recover the primary power which pure nature has by
abandoning their egoistic desires. The sacred fire
which the gu#ji makes and the noboriko bring back
symbolizes the sacred power of pure nature. Keeping
away from women, eating only foods of white color
and wearing a white happi coat represent that the
noboriko also survive the same purifying process as
the ascetics of Shugendo did in the old days.

In addition to asceticism, Otomatsuri has another
element like a Shugendo practice, that of shutting the
noboriko in the sea of fire. In Shugendo , which is
influenced by esoteric Buddhism, there is an impor-
tant practice called goma. Goma is a ceremony in
which the ascetics of Shugendo burn many pieces of

wood called gomagi. This practice has the meaning of
burning earthly desires by the fire of Fudo Myo-0’s
wisdom. Fudo Myo-o is the wrathful god in esoteric
Buddhism and saves people suffering from their
earthly desires by burning those desires away. When
the ascetics of Shugendo practice goma, they burn
earthly desires by the sacred fire, purify themselves
and get the sacred power of Fudo Myo-o. When the
noboriko are shut in the sea of fire, they are also
burned, purified and become sacred. It is said that, in
the old days, the noboriko, with their flaming torches,
were actually shut in a wooden building and steamed
(Miyake, 1988, p. 648). This shows that Otomatsuri
shares the idea of Shugendo that killing earthly
desires recovers the power of pure nature.

This purification by the sacred fire reveals the
mystical mechanism of purification. As mentioned
above, when the noboriko are shut in the sea of fire,
they experience the ambivalence of the beauty of light
and the fear of heat, as it were, the conflict between
fascination and suffering. They suffer, get excited and
try to escape, but the kaishakunin close the gate and
try to keep them inside the precinct of the shrine. The
noboriko are required to endure the conflict within
their minds. In other words, they must control the
opposite powers within their minds. Only if they can
survive the dilemma, they can get the mysterious
explosive power which emerges spontaneously from
their inner self, so that they can get over their fear
and run down the steep flight of steps in darkness.
This suggests that enduring the opposing desires and
controlling the internal conflict generates the power
of pure nature which the inner self originally has.

The above examination suggests that the core
theme of Otomatsuri is the death of the earthly
human existence and the rebirth of the human
existence by becoming one with nature. Performing
this festival during the New Year’s period, when
Winter changes to Spring, shows that traditionally
Winter has been thought to represent death, while
Spring rebirth. The scene, when the noboriko are
shut in darkness, symbolizes Winter as the season of
death. The noboriko must endure the hardships of
darkness just as those of Winter. The noboriko die
symbolically by fasting, confinement to darkness and
being burned, and then purify themselves, unify
themselves with pure nature and are restored.
Because of their restored existence, they can bring
back new fire as new energy to the human world. The
fire of Otomatsuri symbolizes three main things; the
divine power of nature, which overwhelms human
beings and nullifies human earthly desires, the inner
power which emerges spontaneously from the inner
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self and the divine vitality of the new Spring world.

In sum, this festival is the event where men unify
themselves with the power of pure nature, and bring
back that power to the ordinary world, where women
wait for the men’s return, and restore the world. It is
necessary to Kill earthly desires in order to become
one with the power of nature, in other words, to get
the mysterious power of nature, human beings have
to transform their way of life. Men dare to kill their
earthly desires and unify themselves with nature.
Over the whole Shingt area, it is traditionally said
that men have to participate in this festival to become
an independent man. This suggests that this festival
has the function of an initiation. It is thought that such
an aggressive role for men reflects the belief that men
should be active, while the role of waiting for the men
reflects the belief that women should be passive. That
view of gender role is less accepted now but it is
psychologically important that the dynamics of this
festival consist of these dual ways of life. Next, I will
discuss the psychological meanings of Kkilling earthly
desires, becoming one with nature and the dual ways
of life symbolized by men and women.

Psychological meaning

The very nature of human existence is defined by
having and striving to realize various desires. Some
human beings intend to abandon some of their desires,
in order to realize other ones. They lose some desires
but gain others, so they do not feel the fear of death.
This abandonment is still egoistic. On the other hand,
if human beings completely abandon all of their
desires, this is equivalent to the death of human
nature itself, so they feel the fear of death. Therefore,
fasting, confinement to darkness and being burned
symbolize not only that human beings abandon their
desires, but also that the nature of earthly human
existence itself is Killed. In this case, the egoistic
nature of human beings is completely denied by the
pangs of hunger, the fear of darkness and the
overwhelming power of fire. Hunger, darkness and
fire symbolize the distress which overwhelms human
beings, both distress from external events and
distress from the suffering of internal emotions. In
distress, human beings are torn in two by the conflict
of hope and despair, which occur because they try to
manage things in order to get their wishes. But, this
festival suggests that, if human beings could deny
their egoistic way of life which causes their conflict,
they would be given the power of pure nature.
Psychologically, this means that, if human beings
could free themselves from their inner conflict by
denying egoism, then they could experience the huge

power which emerges spontaneously from their inner
self, so that they could break through any crisis.

Here, it is psychologically important to clarify that
denying egoism is not equal to denying the ego itself.
Paradoxically, the ego itself is restored by denying
egoism. The ego is a psychological function which
strives to achieve a good outcome by controlling and
balancing competing forces, both internal and
external. Egoism is the state where the ego is too
successful and its controlling grip is too tight. By
killing egoism, the ego comes to be able to accept the
spontaneous power from the inner self without
egoistic expectation. Moreover, by having the
strength build by enduring the inner conflict, the ego
becomes able to control the power from the inner self
without being overwhelmed by its impact. At the
same time, the ego surrenders itself to the power, and
then flexibly changes its way of life. In this way, the
purified and transformed ego gets its new vitality and
experiences the new vital world which it could never
see before. Psychologically, it is thought that this
festival is the event which transforms the ego of the
participant and connects it with the inner self.

Additionally, in this festival, the women wait for the
men to bring back the sacred power to the ordinary
world. The ordinary world is the one in which both
women and men live, but, in this festival, only the
image of women is used as the symbol of the ordinary
world. This fact reveals that the characteristic of the
ordinary world is thought to be similar to the gender
role of women, that is to say, the passive way of life.
This is in contrast with the self-transcendent way of
life which courageously kills egoistic desires and
becomes one with nature. In other words, the passive
way of life aims to cling to earthly desires, avoid the
fear of death and think of only self-protection. The
hardships of Winter make people terrified of dying
and their way of life becomes more self-protective. In
this situation people are apt to become egoistic and
thus lose their vitality. But, in Spring, people have to
stand up to the unknown future. It is psychologically
thought that this festival has the function of
transforming the passive self-protective way of life to
the active self-transcendent one. In this festival, men
and women symbolize two different human lifestyles,
and women’s welcoming of men suggest that the self-
transcendent way of life activates the self-protective
one.

Case 2: Omihachiman-Sagiché-Matsuri

Festival procedure
Omihachiman-Sagicho-Matsuri is held in the
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Himurehachimanga shrine in Omihachiman City,
Shiga Prefecture. This festival is held on whichever
weekend falls closest to the 14th and 15th of March
each year. So, when I researched the festival in 2007,
it was on the 17th and 18th of March. Originally this
festival was held on the 14th and 15th of January
according to the old Japanese calendar. In this festival,
each of the 12 or 13 towns, which are located in the
urban area of Omihachiman City, offer sagicho to the
gods of the Himurehachimangt shrine. Sagicho is a
float that consists of dai, juningatsu and dashi
(Yoneda, 1998b, pp. 36-37). The dai is a 2.5m high
tripodal frame, which is made of wood and covered by
many bundles of straw, on a foundation of 8 long poles,
which men shoulder in order to carry it. The
Juningatsu is a 5bm bamboo pole, which sticks up from
the top of the dai, and is decorated with many pieces
of red paper, dgi (folding fan) and other things. The
dashi i1s a kind of large sculpture, presented at the
front of the sagicho float. It is made of beans, nori
(dried laver), kamaboko and other food and repre-
sents eto (the animal symbolizing a year according to
the Oriental zodiac). The sagiché are beautiful, huge
floats, one for each town. The above-mentioned towns
spend a lot of time and money in making their sagicho
by themselves.

On the first day of this festival, a procession, which
consists of gohei (strips of white paper which are
thought to be a means of transport for the gods), g#ji,
chigo (children) and the 12 (or 13) sagicho, parades
through the urban area of Omihachiman City. The
men shoulder the sagicho of their own town and
frequently shake it up and down on the narrow
streets shouting “chouyare chouyare” or “masse
masse”, which means that the sagicho almost bump
into houses or telegraph poles. The men wear loud-
colored happt coats, and some of them put on make-
up or dress up in women'’s kimono. When they shake
their sagicho, the scene is as if the men and the
sagicho are dancing together. In fact, the men are
called odoriko which means dancing people. Being
beckoned by the merrymaking of the odoriko and
sagicho, the spectators gather around the sagicho and
then the streets get very crowded. Getting excited,
the spectators also shout “chouyare chouyare” or
“masse masse” together with the odoriko.

In the afternoon of the second day, kenka is
performed in an open space
Himurehachimangt shrine. Kenka is an event where
two sagicho fight by striking each other (being
pushed into each other by the men). In the open
space, where all the sagicho gather, as soon as any
two sagicho meet, they start fighting. So a lot of

in front of the

kenka happen everywhere. Shouting “yare yare” and
blowing whistles, the odoriko strike their sagicho
against the other one and then try to twist the enemy
down by thrusting the hornlike poles of their sagicho
into it (Figure 3). The festival space is filled wtih the
shouts of the odoriko, whistles, the crash of sagicho’s
striking and the cheers of the spectators. When kenka
are finished in the evening, the sagicho go back to
their own town and the damaged parts are fixed.
When the sun goes down and it gets completely
dark, the sagicho reappear, parading through the
towns again and then coming back to the open space.
In the entrance of that space, the odoriko spin their
sagicho around as though they feel unwilling to part

from their sagicho and try to enjoy their dancing
forever. In this way, when all the sagicho gather and
are lined up, the space gets full of the excitement of
the odoriko and spectators. Suddenly, some huge
flaming torches, which were lit by the sacred fire of a
separate ritual, are brought there. Then, the sagicho

Figure 3 Fight of sagicho
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Figure 4 The odoriko dancing around their burning
sagicho
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are ignited and flame up brightly. The odoriko put
their arms around each other’s shoulders and dance in
a circle around their own sagiché bonfires, shouting
“yare yare” or “masse masse” (Figure 4). When the
spectators are also stimulated by the excitement of
the odoriko, they start dancing together and the
atmosphere of the festival changes to a sense of unity
and joy. But, when the sagicho burn out, the world is
enveloped by the darkness again. The odoriko finish
dancing and go to the Himurehachimangu shrine,
where they pray to the gods. Thus the festival ends.

Festival meaning

Before analyzing this festival, it is important to
clarify the use of the word “sagicho”. In the case of
Omihachiman-Sagicho-Matsuri, the word sagicho
refers to the float, but, in general, it indicates an event
which is performed during the period called koshogatsu
(the 14th and 15th of January according to the old
Japanese calendar). People in Japanese villages
decorate their houses and kamidana (a Shinto alter
like a shrine) with ornaments in the New Year and
try to welcome in their gods and ancestors who bring
happiness. When the New Year’s period ends, the
people make a large pile by collecting their ornaments
in a specific place of their village, burn it and try to
send their gods and ancestors back to the other side.
Generally, this kind of event is called sagicho, don-
doyaki, sankuroyaki or saenokami (Oshima et al.,
1993, p. 140). To avoid confusion, when I talk about
this kind of event, I will use the word dondoyaki in
order to discriminate between sagicho as a name
of this event and sagicho as the float used in
Omihachiman-Sagicho-Matsuri. Therefore, when I
use the word sagicho, it will indicate only the float.

Japanese people believe that warming themselves
in front of the fire of dondoyaki makes their bodies
strong, or that eating mochi (rice cakes) roasted in
the fire of dondoyaki prevents illness (Oshima et al.,
1993, p. 140). This shows that Japanese people believe
that the fire of dondoyaki has sacred power. Studies
of Japanese folklore show various meanings of the fire
in Japanese festivals. According to Yanagida (1942,
pp. 300-302), Japanese people believe that human
beings should not approach the gods unless they
practice abstinence and purify themselves. Also,
Japanese people think that the gods come to the
human world in the dead of night, so they will not be
noticed by human beings (Yanagida, 1942, p. 50).
Therefore, Japanese people used to shut themselves
up in a ritual house, practiced abstinence there in
order to purify themselves and, at midnight, started
their festivals (Yanagida, 1942, pp. 251-253). In the

darkness of the night, they lit up some wooden
torches, invited the gods to inhabit the flaming
torches and then offer sacred food and performing
arts to the gods. In this way, the people and the gods
could enjoy the festivals together by eating the same
food and watching the same performing arts
(Yanagida, 1942, pp. 296-302, pp. 329-337). These
facts show a belief that fire has the power to invite the
gods.

Moreover, Japanese temples hold a ritual called
shushoe in the New Year in order to pray for the
prosperity of Japan and its people, and some temples
perform a drama, in which evil spirits are driven
away by flaming torches (Yoneda, 1998a, pp. 25-26).
This ritual shows a belief that the power of fire gets
rid of disaster. Besides the New Year’s events, in
Summer, there are the mushiokuri or obon events. In
mushiokuri, which means chasing away insects,
people hold their flaming torches, line up, go around
their rice fields and walk to the edge of their village.
This is the event where people use the power of fire
to purge their village of pests, which bring bad luck.
This event also shows a belief that fire can remove
disaster. In obon, people burn huge torches and invite
their ancestors’ spirits to inhabit the fire, then, after
enjoying some time with their ancestors, the people
send them to the world of the dead by burning huge
torches again. The obon events show a belief that fire
has sacred power which invites the gods or spirits.
These obon events, along with mushiokuri, suggest
the identification of fire with the gods. The belief that
people get health by warming themselves in front of
the dondoyak?i fire, is thought to come from this con-
nection between fire and the gods. All of the above-
mentioned folklore evince that Japanese people think
the gods can come to the human world and mix with
human beings. The scene in Omihachiman-Sagicho-
Matsuri, where people dance in a circle around the
sagicho bonfires, symbolizes a heartwarming min-
gling of people and their gods.

Based on studies of folklore, I think that shaking the
sagicho in the parade and crashing the sagicho in
kenka suggest the unity between people and the gods.
This idea is displayed on the floats with the inclusion
of the dashi, which are believed to become the vessels
of the gods. In this festival, the dashi indicates only
the sculpture at the front of the sagicho, but that is a
rather exceptional case. Generally, the word dashi
indicates the whole of a float. In Japanese kanji, dashi
is written as I1HL, [l means a mountain, while ¥ a
car, so I means “a moving mountain”. Japanese
people believe that the gods come down to mountains
from the other side, so they put the gods in a dash? in
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order to carry them (Oshima et al., 1993, p. 168). The
sagicho of Omihachiman-Sagicho-Matsuri are floats
of the same kind because they have the da? which
looks like a mountain. In addition, the juningatsu
sticking up from the top of the sagicho is similar to
gohei which the gods inhabit, and this further shows
that the sagicho is a means of transport for the gods.
Japanese people try to read the will of the gods from
the movement of festival vehicles such as dashi or
makoshi, and think that their aggressive and vigorous
movement shows the gods’ joy and satisfaction. When
the odortko shake the sagicho furiously or crash the
sagicho hard, the spectators get caught up in the
frenzy of the odoriko and sagicho, through which
they feel that the gods also get excited. Thus, both the
odoriko and the spectators become one with the
power of the gods. Likewise, it is thought that people’s
dancing in a circle around the sagicho bonfires
symbolizes that the people and gods become one and
are enjoying the festival together.

As mentioned above, in dondoyaki, the ornaments
which have been used to decorate houses or
kamidana in the New Year are burned. Japanese
people believe that a type of god called toshigami
inhabit these ornaments in the New Year. Toshigamsi
is an agricultural god, who give a bumper harvest, or
a specific god called toshitokujin, who determines
each year’s good fortune. Generally, for Japanese
people, the difference between both is vague, but the
god send in dondoyaki is thought to be the agricultural
god because most dondoyaki events are performed in
villages whose main industry is agriculture and eating
mochi made from rice is an important element of
dondoyaki. Dondoyakt is thought to be the event
which reinforces the unity of an agricultural
community by worshipping its agricultural god.
Because dondoyaki is performed only for a local
community, it does not use an extravagant float to
appeal to many spectators. In contrast with general
dondoyaki events, Omihachiman-Sagicho-Matsuri
came about in a larger community of urban
tradespeople, so it developed more splendid sagicho in
order to appeal to many spectators (Yoneda, 1998b).
Although this unique version of dondoyaki events
occurs in an urban setting with tradespeople, it still
has a connection to the agricultural gods. There is a
belief that toshitokujin in the direction
represented by the symbols of eto (the Oriental
zodiac), so the fact that the animal sculpture
symbolizing eto is displayed at the front of the sagicho
suggests the gods of this festival are also toshigams in
the form of toshitokujin. In sum, this festival is the
event where people become one with the gods and

lives

reinforce the oneness of their community.

Psychological meaning

The people, who live in the towns of the urban area
of Omihachiman City, spend a lot of time and money
in making their sagicho. They give a lot of their
energy to the sagicho, but never try to preserve it.
On the contrary, by shaking, crashing and burning
away the sagicho, they exhaust it completely. This
symbolizes that they try to give their wealth to the
gods lavishly. Moreover, when the deluxe sagicho are
shaken, crashed and burned away, both the odoriko
and the spectators feel excited, lively and a sense of
oneness. In this way, lavish consumption reinforces
the unity of the community. All the people participat-
ing in this festival experience the sense of oneness as a
blessing from the gods.

Compared with lavish consumption, accumulation
of wealth has the opposite effect. This causes a split
between the rich and the poor, and then destroys the
unity of community. The rich are terrified of losing
their wealth, while the poor envy the rich or feel
resentment toward them. In this way, a community
tends to be split and loses its unity. Conversely, lavish
consumption avoids the cause of division, gets rid of
stingy or envious feelings and then recovers the
oneness of community.

This festival is thought to be an event which
eliminates the discriminatory structure of the
ordinary world via lavish consumption and also
reinforces the unity of community by driving people
into a group frenzy. The fire, which burns away the
sagicho as a symbol of wealth, represents lavish
consumption. The odoriko’s destructive performance,
putting on make-up and dressing up in women'’s
kimono, all symbolize the reversal of the ordinary
world.

Psychologically, the ego’s function is to keep order
of the ordinary world. Because the ego tries to
preserve order, it represses and tries to control
dynamic inner drives or feelings. This causes human
beings to be terrified of spontaneous power which
emerges from their inner self, and then to avoid
experiencing it. Lavish consumption urges people to
discard their stingy, conservative attitude. The rough
performance of the odoriko represents the
psychological state wherein people are experiencing
spontaneous, lively power from their inner self. In a
sense, the gorgeous construction of the sagicho
symbolizes accumulation of wealth, which tries to
keep egoistic self-protective order, while destroying
and burning away such sagicho represents abandon-
ing persistence in wealth. This festival urges people to
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discard the egoistic self-protective way of life and
experience the spontaneous power of their inner self.

DISCUSSION

The aforementioned two festivals both urge the ego
to experience the power of the inner self. In these
festivals, that power is experienced as a force beyond
the ego, that is to say, the transcendent power which
is brought by nature or the gods. Jung named the
whole psyche, which contains both the conscious and
the unconscious, “the self”, and said that the ego
experiences the effect of “the self” as a power beyond
itself and imagines that power as the god’s (Jung,
1971, par. 789). The powerful urges of the inner self
experienced in these festivals correspond to “the self”.
Psychologically, these festivals encourage the ego to
let-go and experience “the self”.

These two festivals share this trait where letting-go
and experiencing “the self” is encouraged, but they
also have different traits. In Omihachiman-Sagicho-
Matsuri, the gods ride on the sagicho and inhabit the
sagicho bonfires, while the people shoulder the
sagicho and dance around the sagicho bonfires. The
relationship between human beings and the gods
becomes very close, but human beings always serve
the gods, so they can never be considered as the gods.
In contrast with that intimacy yet clear separation, in
Otomatsuri, it seems like the noboriko themselves
are burned and then reborn as godlike persons who
have such transcendent power that they can run
down the steep flight of steps in darkness. Also, they
enter the sacred area of the gods and then come back
to the human world. In other words, the participants
in Otomatsuri temporarily become gods, while the
participants in Omihachiman-Sagicho-Matsuri
never become gods. In Otomatsuri, human beings
enter the world of the gods, become godlike and come
back to the human world again. Conversely, in
Omihachiman-Sagicho-Matsuri, the gods come to
the human world, mix with human beings and then go
back to the world of the gods again.

These differences come from the religious belief
behind each festival. Otomatsuri is based on a
Shugendo belief that hard discipline transforms the
way of human life, so, in this festival, the ego is
disciplined so that it is strong enough to accept the
overwhelming transcendent power of the inner self.
On the other hand, Omihachiman-Sagicho-Matsuri
is based on a belief that the imbalance of community
needs to be corrected by recovering a sense of unity,
80, it has no element of disciplining the ego. It is said
that Shugendo is born from the worldview of ancient

hunting people, who fought hard with nature while
also deeply worshipping it (Toyoshima, 1993). In
contrast, Omz‘hachz‘man—Sagichd—M@tsum Is an
event created by tradespeople and is similar to
dondoyaki which are the events of agricultural
people. Both tradespeople and agricultural people live
in a world where human beings control nature.
Therefore, the difference between these two festivals
probably arises from the difference between the
hunter-gatherer’s idea of nature and the agricultural
people’s one.

As mentioned, these two fire festivals show that the
connection with “the self” recovers the vitality of the
ego. In addition, they suggest that the ego has to
abandon the egoistic and self-protective way of life in
order to connect with “the self”. The fire of these
festivals symbolizes abandoning the egoistic and self-
protective way of life as well as getting the power of
“the self”. Moreover, Otomatsuri, where human
beings become a kind of god, shows that the ego has
to endure the conflict of its opposing inner forces in
order to abandon the overly egoistic and self-
protective way of life. This corresponds to Jung’s
thought that, in the individuation process where the
ego makes the relationship with “the self”, it is most
important to unite these opposing inner forces (Jung,
1971, par. 825-829). This idea is especially important
for modern people, who overemphasize the ego, in
order to recover the underemphasized relationship
with “the self”.

However, the participants in these festivals might
not be conscious of the abovementioned psychological
meanings. Through my research, I have observed
that they unconsciously learn how to access the
power of “the self” via their behavior in the festival.
They do not consciously select the way of life which
abandons egoism and surrenders to “the self”, but
unconsciously learn it as one of various patterns of
collective behavior. Both traditional and modern
Japanese people do not consciously understand the
ego-self rebalancing meaning of such a way of life.
They do not practice it not in their individual ways
but in collective ways. Today’s people should
consciously learn from this way of life and incorporate
it into their individual lives.
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