























SENO’0 GIRO

At the same time, Senoo became an active par-
ticipant in various leftist and labor organizations,
including the proletarian Social Masses Party,
which he joined in 1932, and no fewer than three
separate antifascist groups, with which he became
involved in 1933 - not coincidentally, the very
year that Hitler’s Nazi party established power in
Germany. Senoo was first arrested in 1934, for
taking part in a strike organized by the Social
Masses Party. In April 1935, at the invitation of
Kato Kanju (1892-1978) and Takano Minoru
(1901-1974), leaders of the National Council
of Trade Unions, Senoo became editor of Rodo
Zasshi (Journal of Manual Labor), whose aim was
the establishment of a popular front.!” In 1936,
he participated in Kato’s Convention of Prole-
tarian Workers, later known as the Proletarian
Party of Japan. He also stood, unsuccessfully, as
that party’s candidate in the Tokyo municipal
elections.

Repression, Imprisonment,
and Postwar Activities

At just this time, the government began to
increase its repression of left-wing groups and
liberal thought. By 1936, membership in the
Youth League had reached nearly three thousand,
and, although this made it an object of concern
for the government, it was Seno’o’s active involve-
ment with the broader left-wing popular front
that would lead to his eventual arrest. Along with
hundreds of members of all these organizations,
including Kato Kanju, Senoo was arrested on
December 7, 1936 and charged with treason,
under the auspices of the Peace Preservation Act
of 1925. After five months of relentless interro-
gation, Seno®© finally confessed his crimes and
pledged his loyalty to the emperor in May 1937.
In Japanese, this is called tenko, and refers to a
persons “ideological conversion” to nationalism.
The Youth League for Revitalizing Buddhism
dissolved after a roundup of over two hundred
members, many of whom were arrested on the
“evidence” of Seno©’s confession. Sentenced in
August 1939 to five years hard labor (subse-
quently commuted to three), he was released due
to ill health on July 27, 1942, and, after spending
two further months in a hospital, returned home
in September 1942.
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After the war, Senoo quickly resumed his
work for peace and social justice.!® In May 1946
he helped found the Buddhist Socialist League
(Bukkyo Shakaishugi Domei); in April 1947, he
established the Shinano Buddhist Youth League
(Shinano Bukkyo Seinen Domei); and, in April
1949, he became Chairman of the newly formed
All Japan Buddhist Reform Alliance (Zenkoku
Bukkyo Kakushin Remmei). He joined the Social-
ist Party in December 1949, and in the early 1950s
took on leadership roles in a number of secular
pacifist organizations, such as the Assembly of
Citizens United for Peace, the Japan-China
Amity Association, and the Japan-North Korea
Amity Association. Finally, in 1959, he became a
member of the Japanese Communist Party. Yet,
while Senoo remained active in left-wing politics
until his death at the age of 71 in 1961, he was
never able to forgive himself for his 1937 tenko.?

A quarter-century ago, in one of the first
and only Western studies on Senoo Giro and
the Youth League for Revitalizing Buddhism,
Whalen Lai made the case that the changeability
of Seno©’s life effectively “recapitulated the whole
dilemma of Japanese Buddhism since the Meiji
Restoration ... and highlights well the unre-
solved conflicts at the heart of modern liberal
Buddhism.”? This was echoed a few years later by
Stephen Large, who remarked that “Senoo Giro
exemplified a tradition of protest within Japanese
Buddhism which merits further examination
in future research to provide a more balanced
perspective on Buddhism as a political force in
modern Japanese history.”?!

It is indeed important to examine Seno©’s life
in the broader traditions of Buddhist doctrinal
interpretation, and the Japanese historical tradi-
tion of reform and social criticism, as well as in
relation to the post-1868 movements in Buddhist
and Japanese thought (the Kyoto School, Crit-
ical Buddhism, and Engaged Buddhism). Only
then can we see the lingering tensions within
Buddhist ethics that were perhaps present from
the tradition’s origins: between the “materialist”
desire to create a more just society and the “spir-
itual” quest for personal liberation. For Senoo
Giro, this tension was acutely felt and a central
thread in his biography. Whether or not he fully
resolved it, his life stands as a testament to the
problems as well as the possibilities of engaged
Buddhist activism.
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Notes

1 Inagaki 1974: 3-6, my translation.

2 Davis 1992: 177.

3 The following account of Seno©’s early life
(1889-1915) has been adapted from various
sources but especially Inagaki (1974: 40-53) and
Kimura (2000: 48-50).

4 Ingaki 1974: 33.

Oriental Review, November 10, 1910: 451.

6 The following account of Seno©’s involvement
with Nichirenism, and Honda in particular,
relies on Inagaki (1974: 57-75) and Otani (2001:
269-70).

7 See Matsune (1975: 24-45), Tamamura (1980:
393-411), and Large (1987: 155).

8 Seno®o 1975: 197 -220.

9 Kashiwahara 1990: 214.

w

10 Inagaki 1974: 78-89.

11 Seno® 1975: 260 -2; Inagaki 1974: 11.

12 See Nichiren 1990.

13 Machacek and Wilson 2000: 103.

14 Senoo 1975:384-7.

15 See Honma 1971. For a more detailed analysis
of the ideas of Senoo and the Youth League, see
Shields 2012.

16 Kashiwahara 1990: 215.

17 Large 1987: 163.

18 The following data on Seno©’s postwar activities
are drawn largely from Kimura (2000: 52-4).

19 Large 1987:171.

20 Lai1984:7.

21 Large 1987:168.



