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 Shingon Refractions: Myōe and the Mantra of Light. By Mark Unno. Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2004. Pp. xiii + 351.
 
   Until relatively recently, the medieval period of Japanese Buddhism was characterized as one in which the founders of new Buddhist sects promoted simple forms of practice to the general populace in an active critique of the corrupt institutions of mainstream Buddhism. More recently, largely under the influence of Kuroda Toshio, there has been a shift of attention to the interrelations between the major social institutions of medieval Japan, the court, the Bakufu, and the monasteries. This shift of focus has changed attention from the new forms of Buddhism that have come to be dominant in the present to the forms that were dominant at the time. This is more than a change in intellectual fashion, but rather represents an important shift in the epistemology of scholarship. Previously what was taken to be of most importance about the medieval period was defined by what is important today, a retrospective historiography—one that is not simply diachronic, but takes the present as its point of view and looks backward. The newer approach raises the synchronic question: what was important at the time?
 Mark Unno's Shingon Refractions: Myōe and the Mantra of Light contributes to this latter perspective on medieval Japanese Buddhism. Myōe was a central figure in Kamakura-era Buddhism who, until recently, was almost entirely unknown in Western-language scholarship. Similarly, the recitation of the mantra of light (kōmyōshingon) was a religious practice that had widespread appeal during the Kamakura era, yet, unlike nenbutsu recitation or kōan practice, has not been studied in any detail in Western-language scholarship.
 Unno's work picks up several different strands in order to provide a comprehensive understanding. He examines the history of the mantra of light as a practice originating in Indian Buddhism, the social and intellectual context of its use in medieval Japan, a biography of Myōe as the context for his interest in the mantra of light, a study of the cosmology of the imagination comparing Myōe and Zhuangzi, and translations of six of Myōe's texts on the mantra of light. By weaving these various strands together, Unno gives us a multidimensional understanding of this practice. Given the interests of this journal's readership, rather than survey all aspects of [End Page 280] Unno's work, I would like simply to highlight a few that have direct philosophic significance.
 The change in the epistemology of scholarship alluded to above opens lines of inquiry not previously available to research. For this reviewer one of the philosophically most important of these is the question of the efficacy of religious practice— and how it is understood by, in this case, medieval Japanese Buddhists. As a consequence of the history of Western thought over the last century and a half, our own present time presumes a psychological orientation and expects a psychological answer to this question. Indeed, the very question would generally be understood as a psychological one. A synchronic historiography would seek to understand how Buddhists in any sociocultural period understand the answer to this question on their own terms, rather than on ours. The question of a contemporary interpretation or application of Buddhist thought is, however, a separate question, but still one that should be grounded on an understanding of the differences in such central issues as conception of the self, of the path, and of the goal. It would seem that for Myōe, the constructed nature of the self is not separable from the effects of karma.
 In addition to differing conceptions of the self, differing conceptions of materiality, embodiment, sexuality, and their relation to effective religious practice also need to be taken into account. For example, the mantra of light was employed to empower sand that was then placed on the body of a sick person or on a corpse. On the one hand, it was thought to be effective in healing, while on the other it was thought to assure birth in the Pure Land (Sukhāvat...
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