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The Cultural Politics of Shouldering Mikoshi
A Case Study of the Mikoshi parades in the Tokyo Metropolitan Area

In this paper we examine the status of mikoshi parades in the contemporary
Tokyo metropolitan area and modify the previous theory that festivals in Japan
have changed from being rituals to being events. From the 1990s to 2007, the Sanja
festival (Taitd ward), the most lively, yet violent, festival in the Tokyo metropolitan
area, experienced a period where the organizing committee was unable to control
events during the festival's mikoshi parade (a parade in which portable shrines are
shouldered around the neighborhood). After two incidents in 2006 and 2007, the
discourse that the mikoshi parade is ritual and tradition was born, and through this
discourse the festival organization committee tried to regain their control. Like-
wise, two mikoshi parades celebrating National Foundation Day and the Emperor
of Japan were also disrupted. To regain control, the organizing committees of the
two parades conducted shinto rituals, which pleased the parade participants because
shinto rituals were seen to validate their efforts as important contributions to ritual
and tradition. From these mikoshi parades, we conclude that today’s mikoshi parades
are characterized by sanctification by organization committees as they try to main-
tain their administrative control. In this process, the concepts of tradition, ritual, and
intangible cultural heritage are often invoked. Thus, festivals in contemporary Japan
have not only changed from rituals to events but also from events to traditions.
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