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® Introduction 20 ®

In his foreword to Paul Carus’s Gospel of Buddhism (1894), Donald Lopez ;;
Jr. provides a summary of the essential features of “modern Buddhism™:! 93
Modern Buddhism seeks to distance itself from those forms of j:
Buddhism that immediately precede it and even those that are 2%
contemporary with it. Its proponents viewed ancient Buddhism, 27
especially the enlightenment of the Buddha 2,500 years ago, as )8
the most authentic moment in the long history of Buddhism. It 29
is also the form of Buddhism, they would argue, that is most 30
compatible with the ideals of the European Enlightenment, 31
ideals such as reason, empiricism, science, universalism, indi- 32
vidualism, tolerance, freedom, and the rejection of religious 33
orthodoxy. It stresses equality over hierarchy, the universal over 34
the local, and often exalts the individual over the community.? 35
While Lopez’s understanding of modern Buddhism clearly resonates with ;g
the work of a great number of Asian and Western Buddhist reformers, from 38
Anagarika Dharmapala (1864-1934) through B. R. Ambedkar (1891-1956) 39
40
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to Stephen Batchelor, in a Japanese context it is in fact more reflective of
the early period of Buddhist modernism—characterized by the figures of
the so-called Buddhist Enlightenment, including Inoue Enryo (Jf EF 7T,
1858-1919) and Kiyozawa Manshi (& UM<, 1863-1903)—than of the
middle and late periods as represented by the more politically progressive
and doctrinally experimental New Buddhist Fellowship and Youth League
for Revitalizing Buddhism, respectively. This is especially true of Lopez’s
final feature: the exaltation of the individual over the community.
Here, Juliane Schober’s more recent remarks are pertinent:

Many theorists writing on modernity and civil society presume
that the western model of religion in modern, civil society
applies equally to non-western cultures and their religious
traditions. Yet modernizing reforms of religion do not inev-
itably engender individualism, a Protestant ethnic [sic], the
development of capitalism, and the relegation of religion to
the private sphere.?

In fact, religious modernism in Asia (and perhaps elsewhere) seems to
lead to a “maximalist” understanding, in which religion is “the central
domain of culture, [and] deeply involved in ethical and aesthetic practices
constitutive of the community,” in contrast to a “minimalist” approach,
whereby religion is restricted, in Weberian and archetypically “modern”
fashion, “to the private sphere and metaphysical concerns™ It goes without
saying that the minimalist approach is well-suited to liberal understandings
of the separation of “church and state” as well as—if somewhat less evi-
dently—neoliberal capitalist injunctions to self-define through production
and consumption (i.e., work and leisure). The “maximalist” perspective
is, on the other hand, resonant with both conservative (especially fascist)
views and those of the far left, which either dismiss religion or subsume
it within broader categories of feeling and behavior. It is certainly the case
that in Japan, this expansion/dissolution of the religious imaginaire was true
of both “reactionary” and “progressive” modernisms. In short, we might
say that while Lopez’s summary applies, to some extent, to all forms of
Buddhist modernism, it remains heavily inflected with assumptions that
are more specifically germane to Buddhist modernism as constructed
by Western Buddhists—and thus we must be cautious in applying it to
“indigenous” forms of Buddhist modernism (while acknowledging that all
forms of Buddhist modernism are, to some extent, “hybrid”).
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Zen Internationalism | 321

With this important caveat in mind, this chapter examines the lives
and thought of two rather different radical Buddhists of late Meiji Japan,
both of whom were affiliated with the Zen tradition, in order to discern
whether and in what ways their progressive political ideals were influenced
by Chan/Zen thought and practice. It will also contextualize progressive
Zen thought within contemporary debates, particularly the lay-oriented Zen
modernism emerging at the same time in the line that runs from Imakita
Kosen (4dtit)l, 1816-1892) through Shaku Soen (FEizi#, 1860-1919)
to D. T. Suzuki (aka Suzuki Daisetsu £ A KHl, 1870-1966).

The New Buddhist Fellowship

The best example of an early and “moderate” form of Buddhist modern-
ism in Japan is the New Buddhist Fellowship (J. Shin Bukkyo Domei, #7
{L#[E])%3; hereafter, NBF). Established in 1899, in the wake of the first
Sino-Japanese War and the emergence of new social forces and contradic-
tions brought on by several decades of Westernization as well as industrial
capitalism, the NBF was made up of a dozen young scholars and activ-
ists, many of whom had studied under Buddhist Enlightenment figures
Murakami Sensho and Inoue Enryo.” The New Buddhists were fiercely
critical of the “old Buddhism,” which they believed had been complicit
in the conservative forces that had thus far inhibited progress in Japan,
particularly in the areas of education and ethics. While the fellowship was
overtly lay-oriented, several of the New Buddhists had been ordained as
Buddhist priests, and most had some sort of Buddhist educational back-
ground, especially via the Nishi Honganji branch of the Shin (Pure Land)
sect. Although he spent a large part of the period of the NBF’s existence
abroad in the United States, one member of the group would come to
have tremendous influence on postwar Zen: Suzuki Teitardo (Daisetsu),
known to the West as D. T. Suzuki.

While many of the New Buddhists were, like the young Suzuki,
moderately liberal in their political views, the final few years of the journal
reveal an increasing attention to the thought and practice of socialism.
In addition, these years saw contributions to the journal from many
of the leading radicals of the day, including Kotoku Shisui (SEERKK,
1871-1911), Sakai Toshihiko (#I, 1871-1933), Ishikawa Sanshird (5
JII=PUEE, 1876-1956), and Shirayanagi Shiiko (#1753, 1884-1950). Of
all the New Buddhists, those who were sympathetic to socialist thinking
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were Takashima Beiho (fFUSKU&, 1875-1949), Mori Saian (F7F|LE)4&,
1872-1938), Sugimura Sojinkan (#2414 \ji, 1872-1945), and Inoue
Shuten.® Of these, Inoue most strongly identified with the Zen tradition and
thus provides the first of our two cases of “progressive Zen modernism.

Inoue Shuten: Buddhism, Socialism, and Pacifism

Born in 1880 into a merchant family in Tottori prefecture, Inoue was sent
to Sotd Zen temple at the age of nine.” After learning English at a young
age from American missionaries, in 1895, while most of his eventual New
Buddhist confreres were gravitating toward Inoue Enryds Tetsugakkan
(¥12#£#), he entered Sotosha Daigakurin (B 55 A% 4; today, Komazawa
University), beginning a course of study in Indian philosophy under the
direction of Riku Etsugan (F&8§#, dates unknown), with whom he soon
undertook an extensive series of travels throughout south China, Ceylon,
Burma, and India. In 1903 he published his journal of these experiences,
entitled Conditions in India (J. Indo jijo, EE Fi1%). While in Ceylon, Inoue
met with Sinhalese Buddhist reformer Anagarika Dharmapala. After a brief
stint serving as an army interpreter at the outbreak of the Russo-Japanese
War (from which he was discharged due to tuberculosis), he took a teach-
ing position at a Christian women’s university, Kobe College. This was the
same period (1905) in which he joined the New Buddhist Fellowship. In
later years, Inoue would be employed by both the American and British
consulates-general and helped to translate several books written by British
diplomats on Japanese religions.

Like his fellow NBF travelers Watanabe Kaikyoku (JiZifF/iH, 1872~
1933) and Suzuki Daisetsu, Inoue’s thought and activities drew heavily on
his experiences abroad, but whereas Watanabe and Suzuki spent most of
their time in Western Christian countries (Germany and the United States,
respectively), Inoue visited primarily Buddhist nations in East, South, and
Southeast Asia. These travels, in concert with his studies under Riku, led
to a sustained interest in Theravada Buddhist traditions and particularly
the virtue of ahimsa or nonviolence, which would become foundational
to his lifelong commitment to pacifism.?

While Inoue’s pacifism thus appears to be rooted in a combined
personal and academic interest in South and Southeast Asian Buddhist
traditions, it was bolstered by the writings of the fledgling socialist move-
ment, which by the time of the Russo-Japanese War had become virtually
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Zen Internationalism | 323

the only antiwar voice remaining in Japan. In 1906, not long after joining
the NBE, Inoue became a member of a socialist organization, the Kobe
People’s Club (J. Heimin Kurabu, # /7~ [ {2 353). Through this affiliation
he would become well connected to various radicals, establishing personal
contact with Taixu (AXJE, 1890-1945), the well-known Chinese Buddhist
reformer (and erstwhile anarchist sympathizer), as well as Uchiyama Gudo,
the Zen monk who was arrested and executed in 1911 for his alleged role
in the plot to assassinate the Meiji emperor known as the “High Treason
Incident” (J. Taigyaku jiken, K% {F). As a result, Inoue was classified as
a key witness regarding the incident and was, along with the other New
Buddhists, put under government surveillance for a period.’

In his writings, Inoue is strongly critical of late Meiji and Taisho
government policy, particularly what he viewed as Japanese imperial
aggression in Asia. At the same time, he denounces the emergence of
so-called Imperial Way Buddhism, associated especially with the Zen sect,
but emerging as the dominant way of thinking about the ideal relationship
between Buddhism and the modern Japanese state. This would lead Inoue
to criticize fellow New Buddhist Suzuki Daisetsu, who, in his acceptance
of the necessity of state censorship and allowance that Buddhists could be
effective soldiers, arguably helped pave the way for the spread of Imperial
Way Buddhism in the succeeding decades.'” While it is beyond the scope
of this chapter to examine Imperial Way Buddhism or Suzuki’s role in its
development (following, it is often argued, the lead of his mentor Shaku
Soen), the growing split between progressive Buddhists like Inoue and those
like Suzuki who, while also adhering to modernist ideals and frequently
espousing liberal and even socialist principles, were far more supportive
of the emerging imperialist ideology, bears our attention. In the case of
Inoue, at least, it seems clear that in addition to studies of principles such
as ahimsa in Theravada Buddhism, his personal experience of war played
a significant role in his unwavering commitment to a pacifist stance.
As Moriya Tomoe writes: “Unlike Suzuki’s abstract notions of warfare
and the ‘spiritual’ soldier, Inoue critically reports the cruelty and lack of
spirituality among military officers as well as the fallacies of politicians
during the Russo-Japanese War”'' In addition, however, an argument can
be made that Inoue shared a more properly “maximalist” understanding
of Buddhism that transcended not only sectarian distinctions but the lines
between religion, philosophy, morality, and politics.

The most representative of Inoue’s essays is “Ordinary, Extreme
Pacifism” (J. “Heibon kiwamaru heiwaron,” *F M & 2 “F-Fl5f), published
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in the December 1911 edition of New Buddhism (]. Shin bukkyd, #i1A#0),
in the immediate aftermath of the High Treason Incident. After noting
the difficulties of advocating for peace during times of conflict, amid
heightened feelings of nationalism (as anyone doing so is quickly labeled
a “socialist” or “anarchist”), Inoue provides his own view of war:

No matter what name is given to it, war is the greatest sin (J.
mujo no zaiaku, i E O JEE). If we were to euphemize war by
placing upon it the crown of righteousness, then we might as
well praise a whore for her chastity. Since the act of war is an
evil vocation in and of itself, we have no need to distinguish
between just and unjust wars on the basis of such things as
objectives or intentions. That is to say, the inhumane (J. fujin,
A7) act of war, with its massacres and carnage—performed
only to make a profit—is in fact millions of miles removed
from the path of humanity (]. jindo, \i&)."?

These remarks show that Inoue’s pacifism emerges from a moral,
religious, or humanist ideal rather than a purely pragmatic or utilitarian
one—a perspective that distinguishes him from the well-known American
Unitarian pacifist (and eugenicist) David Starr Jordan (1851-1931), the
so-called Doctor of Peace (J. heiwa no hakase, *F-HID 1) who plays
the role of a foil for Inoue in this essay. Jordan was well known for the
argument that warfare causes literal, physical “degeneration” among the
citizens of a militaristic nation. While agreeing that war does cause “decay”
in the “nobility” (J. seiei, ¥5¥%) of a nation’s people, Inoue charges Jordan
with “superficiality” on this point: “It is not the fact that warfare robs a
nation of its nobility that makes war evil. War would still be evil even if
it did not have that effect” And yet, despite the clear moral grounds,
Inoue here fails to situate his moral critique of warfare in specific Buddhist
ideas or doctrines. The closest he comes is to argue in the conclusion that
“peace” is, in fact, the final goal of all religion and that any pacifist theory
that does not root itself in religion is of little value to the real world." In
fact, while Inoue does make an explicit call for Buddhist monks, along
with Christian priests, to join his peace crusade, the only “religious” ideas
he cites are from the Confucian tradition: a passing reference to jin ({=),
benevolence or humaneness; and an extended quote from Mencius on
the connection of war to a mindset focused on profit rather than virtue."
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Zen Internationalism | 325

At the same time, beyond the perceptive and quasi-Marxist under-
standing of the intricate connection between war and an expansionist
economy, the most striking aspect of Inoue’s argument for “extreme
pacifism” is his “universalist” (i.e., explicitly anti-imperialist and antina-
tionalist) conception of human brotherhood, one he insists is shared by
both Buddhism and Christianity (not to mention most modern anar-
chists and socialists). As Moriya has argued, Inoue utilizes religion in
a critical capacity; his “harsh criticism of structural injustice shows that
he considered the existing socio-political authority as secondary to the
Buddhist teachings™® Once again, this distinguished him from Suzuki,
who had by this time begun to formulate an understanding, akin to that
of Shin sect reformer Kiyozawa Manshi, of religious experience that leaves
little room for a distinction between religion and “reality”—and thus
allows little space for criticism.”” This raises the question of the limits to
“maximalism”—one that seems to have political resonance. In short, if a
maximalist understanding is pushed toward a metaphysical monism, it
becomes very difficult to critical perspective on the actions of individuals
or groups, let alone construct a politics of resistance. Inoue, like most of
the New Buddhists and all later Buddhist progressives, did not extend
their maximalism toward what more recent Critical Buddhists would
call “totalism,” a religio-philosophical stance that assumes a fundamental
harmony or unity that is often manifested in the nation-state. Along these
lines, it is surely no coincidence that the very issue of New Buddhism in
which Inoue’s above article appeared was one of those banned by the
government.'®

Uchiyama Gudo: Self-Awakening to Freedom

Of all the radical Buddhists of the prewar era, Soto6 Zen priest Uchiyama
Gudo (M1l &, 1874-1911) is probably the best known in the West, not
least because he is discussed as the most striking exception to the rule of
Zen collaboration with twentieth-century militarism in Brian Victoria’s Zen
at War (1997)." Among Japanese scholars, too, Uchiyama’s case has long
fascinated, due both to its tragic ending and, one suspects, to the character
of the protagonist, who seemed well suited to the role of heroic martyr.’

Born in 1874 in the village of Ojiya, Niigata prefecture, in his
youth Uchiyama apprenticed to his father as a carver of wooden statues,
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including Buddha statues and family altars. A bright student, he showed
an early indication of his later political leanings by identifying strongly
with the semilegendary tale of Sakura Sogordo (&= &42F.Hf; also known
as Sogo-sama £ &, 1605-1653), the early Edo-period “martyr” who
was executed after appealing to the shogun for help to ease the hardship
of the peasants in his village.?! Indeed, the area in which Uchiyama was
raised (former Echigo province) had a long tradition of rural poverty, as
well as a deeply ingrained tradition of peasant revolt.”> Upon the death
of his father in 1890, Uchiyama set off on a series of travels throughout
the country, looking to further his education, which had been cut short
at the elementary level. He spent some time in Tokyo, where he may have
stayed at the house of Inoue Enyro, the Meiji Buddhist Enlightenment
reformer who was a distant relative of Uchiyama’s mother.?

While Inoue Shiiten was undergoing a course of study that would lead
him to South and Southeast Asia, in 1897 Uchiyama ordained as a Soto
Zen monk. Achieving the rank of abbot in 1904 at the age of twenty-nine,
he took up the position of head monk at Rinsenji (#£5F), a temple in
the mountains of Hakone, Kanagawa prefecture, where he immediately
focused his attention on helping his mostly poor parishioners. It was at
this time that Uchiyama began to develop his ideas about Buddhist social
organization, looking back to an idealized Chinese Chan sangha as a model
of simplicity and communal lifestyle.** Around the same time, Uchiyama
encountered the anarchist and socialist ideas that were beginning to spread
on the eve of the Russo-Japanese War. In particular, he was inspired by the
ideology of the left-wing People’s Paper (J. Heimin shimbun ~FX#i[H), to
which he contributed his own declaration of principles in a piece entitled
“How Did I Become a Socialist?” which was published in the January 17,
1904 issue. In this brief essay, citing various Buddhist texts, including the
Diamond Sutra and Lotus Sutra, Uchiyama insists on a fundamental link
between (Mahayana) Buddhist teachings and socialism.

Through his contact with the People’s Paper and his acquaintance
with Dr. Kato Tokijiro (JIFERX R, 1858-1930), chief editor of the short-
lived but influential Straight Talk (J. Chokugen, H.5) newspaper, Uchiyama
was introduced to leading socialists Kotoku Shasui and Sakai Toshihiko.
In the five-year period between 1901, when the first socialist party was
established in Japan, to 1906, when the Japan Socialist Party (J. Nihon
Shakaito, HA#:23%) was founded, socialists had gained considerable
public support, due in no small part to their firm antiwar stance during
the Russo-Japanese War. Despite, or perhaps because of this growth in
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support, the factions within the broader progressive movement were
growing stronger, represented by Abe Isoo (Fi#fif, 1865-1949) and
Katayama Sen (J71LU##, 1859-1933) in the Christian, “idealist” and more
reform-minded faction (]. gikai seisakuha, %% K) on the one hand,
and Kotoku and Sakai in the antireligious, materialist, and more openly
revolutionary—but also more abstract and intellectual—wing (J. chokusetsu
kodoha, H¥EATHIIR).> Despite being a religionist with close ties to poor
farmers, Uchiyama sympathized more strongly with the Kotoku faction.
Facing pressure from the government crackdown on left-wing movements
following the Red Flag Incident (J. Akahata Jiken, 73/t 5F) in June 1908,
he purchased equipment to set up his own underground press within
Rinsenji (under the altar of shumidan, %7338), with which he produced
socialist pamphlets and tracts in addition to his own writings. As a result,
in May 1909 he was arrested for violating publication laws, and, upon a
search of Rinsenji, police claimed to have discovered a cache of materials
used to make explosive devices. Implicated, along with twenty-five others,
in the Kotoku or High Treason Incident, Uchiyama was convicted and
executed on January 24, 1911. According to witnesses, he was serene and
even smiling as he climbed the scaffold.

Uchiyama’s priestly status was rescinded by the So6td Zen leadership
in June 1910, five months after his death, and the sect took great pains to
distance themselves from Uchiyama and his ideas, organizing a series of
meetings in the months following the renegade priest’s death in which over
one hundred S6t6 sect leaders, government administrators, and prominent
intellectuals (including Inoue Tetsujiro, J- E#7/KE}) denounced both the
man and his work, pledging themselves to the principle of “revere the
Emperor, protect the nation” (J. sonné gokoku, % %#[%).26 This decision
was eventually reversed and an apology issued by the organization—eight
decades years later, in 1993.

Off all four Buddhist priests convicted in the High Treason Incident,
Uchiyama was the most actively involved in “subversive” (i.e., socialist and
antigovernmental) activities—thus his punishment was harsher than the
others. Moreover, he left behind more writings on his beliefs than they did.
Unlike Suzuki, Inoue, and many of the New Buddhist Fellowship, Uchiyama
was not a scholar of Buddhism, sociology, politics, or economic theory.
Yet, like his Buddhist modernist contemporaries and epigones, Uchiyama
struggled to establish doctrinal links and reinterpretations of Buddhist
teachings to suit the perceived needs of his times.?” Here I turn to a brief
analysis of two representative works by Uchiyama: In Commemoration of
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Imprisonment: Anarcho-communist Revolution (J. Nyiigoku kinen museifu
kyosan kakumei, NIRAC% - MEBUFILE - %) and Ordinary Self-awakening
(J. Heibon no jikaku, “F-JL.O H5).

Anarcho-communist Revolution was the first work published by
Uchiyama’s secret press. Uchiyama made a thousand copies, which were
distributed throughout Japan. It was this work, more than any other, that
would lead to his arrest and implication in the High Treason Incident.
Regardless of Uchiyama’s direct involvement, the tract apparently inspired
Miyashita Takichi (% FX %, 1875-1911), one of the apparent ringleaders
of the High Treason Incident, to carry out his plans.®

The main theme of the pamphlet is the problem of rural poverty,
a central concern of Uchiyama’s work. While this was also a problem
addressed by some of the New Buddhists—including Inoue Shaten—the
difference in both the tone and the structure of the argument quickly
become apparent, as Uchiyama moves quickly into a scathing critique
of the economic and political system, given that it allows for a very few
to monopolize the labor of the vast majority, who work with no hope
of reward. The subtitle Why do Tenant Farmers Suffer? (J. Kosakunin wa
naze kurushiika, /MEN/~F € %> A 7) indicates the implicit connections
between Uchiyamas chosen theme and his Buddhist commitments. As a
Buddhist, he felt compelled to seek the causes and conditions of suffering
in order to eliminate them by whatever means necessary.

What were these conditions? Marius Jansen gives the following
account of the life of a typical tenant farmer during the Edo period—cir-
cumstances that despite the Meiji Restoration and incipient industrialization,
had changed little by Uchiyama’s time:

The tenant . . . shared few of the public rights and the
duties of his landlord, and he lived under severe economic
dependence. His plot was usually too small to give him the
opportunity of accumulating anything, and the house in
which he lived, and the tools he used, were probably not his
own. Paternalism, vital for his life, was expressed in lan-
guage, deportment, and deference summed up in his status
as mizunomi, or “water drinking,” farmer. The landlord was
his “parent person,” oya-kata, and he the landlord’s kokata
or child.”?

Here we see that the suffering of tenant farmers was both material and
psychological—as they were reduced to near total dependence on their
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oya-kata (#177).° Yet, while Uchiyama was a staunch advocate of land
reform, this alone would not be enough to solve the dire problem of rural
penury. Decisive actions must be taken by the oppressed themselves to
cut off the source of suffering at its roots. To this end, Uchiyama advises
tenant farmers to actively resist by refusing to deliver rice and pay taxes.
Later in the tract, he goes even further, recommending that farmers refuse
military conscription and encouraging them to denounce the emperor
system based as it is on a “superstition” rooted in “mistaken ideas”

What, if anything, can we find in Uchiyama’s vision that is specif-
ically “Zen,” as opposed to more generally Mahayana Buddhist? Is there
any evidence that Uchiyama saw Zen as particularly well suited to anar-
cho-communism? Uchiyama often invoked catchphrases that implicitly
draw connections between Buddhism and socialism, though these tend
to be broad doctrines rooted in the early Mahayana texts, and thus to a
large degree foundational for all East Asian Buddhist sects. If we were
to choose a single text that brings together these themes, it would be
the Lotus Sutra—a foundational text for several East Asian schools such
as Tiantai/Tendai and Nichiren but also deeply respected within other
Mahayana streams, including Zen.** Thus, while we might argue that
Uchiyama’s vision is one with roots in Zen doctrine, we have to admit
that it is not by any means a vision exclusive to Zen (though, given the
manifest hybridity of Japanese Buddhism, even prior to modernity, this
should hardly come as a surprise).”> Although Uchiyama makes no direct
reference in this pamphlet to any specific Buddhist text or doctrine, we
can interpret Buddhist connections from several of his expressions and
ideas. Perhaps the most conspicuous of these is the unusual phrase anraku
jiya (%% H H; lit,, comfort and freedom), which appears at several key
points in the piece and may be understood as a motto for Uchiyama’s
Buddhist-socialist vision.

There may also be “Zen” significance to Uchiyama’s close identification
with anarchism and the Kotoku faction of the progressive left. Though
it would remain loosely defined from its first appearance in late Meiji
through the 1920s, the appeal of anarchism—as opposed to Marxism or
other forms of socialism—to young Japanese radicals of the period can
be best understood in terms of: (a) its focus on individual freedom and
liberty from all constraints—moral or political; and (b) its emphasis on
“direct action”—as opposed to social reform.** John Crump defines “anar-
chist-communism” as it developed in Japan in the Taisho period as “a
revolutionary theory and practice which seeks to establish, by means which
from the outset transcend the state, a society where individual freedom is
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reinforced by communal solidarity and mutual aid”** Though it requires
some measure of interpretive verve, one can see how a Buddhist—and
particularly a Zen—case could be made for these priorities as well.* In
time, as anarchism and Marxist socialism eventually split (albeit much
later in Japan than in Europe and the United States), it was the anarchists
who held more closely to an ideal of restructured consciousness as part
and parcel of a revolutionary state (in strict Marxist terms, they were
thus guilty of clinging to “utopian” as opposed to “scientific” socialism).*

At the same time, as noted above, Uchiyama’s vision for a better
world is also heavily informed by the monastic tradition—specifically,
the simple and communal life of the (idealized) sangha. Here again, we
could argue that the monastic ideal is shared by virtually all forms of
Buddhism, though it appears that Uchiyama’s inspiration was the Chinese
Chan tradition(s) that gave birth to Japanese Zen.”” Around the time he
became an abbot, in 1904, Uchiyama avers:

I reflected on the way in which priests of my sect had undergone
religious training in China in former times [and] I realized
how beautiful it had been. Here were two or three hundred
persons who, living in one place at one time, shared a com-
munal lifestyle in which they wore the same clothing and ate
the same food. I held to the ideal that if this could be applied
to one village, one county, or one country, what an extremely
good system would be created.*®

As Inagaki notes, Uchiyama’s insight into the fundamental similarity
between the idealized Buddhist sangha—rooted in dedication to simple,
communal living and, most significantly, a rejection of private property—
and the basic assumptions of socialism, was one that would not appear
again within Japanese Buddhist thought for nearly three decades, in the
work of Senoo Gird and the Youth League for Revitalizing Buddhism.”

Uchiyama’s Ordinary Self-awakening is different in both style and con-
tent from Anarcho-communist Revolution. Here the manifesto-like rhetoric
is toned down considerably, and Uchiyama makes a more deliberate case
for freedom and democracy using the leitmotif of jikaku (H 7). While
this term can be reasonably translated into English as “self-awareness”
or “self-consciousness,” it also has deep Buddhist roots and associations
as a synonym for a variety of terms connected to awakening, such as

‘ ‘ SP_WEL_Ch12_319-344.indd 330 @

5/25/22 7:57 AM‘ ‘



Zen Internationalism | 331

nirvana, bodhi, kenshé (ML), and satori (&Y )—thus I have chosen to
render it as “self-awakening” As with his use of the compound anraku jiyi
in Anarcho-communist Revolution, the term jikaku in this piece implies
both a Buddhist awakening (i.e., an existential awareness that entails a
fundamental person transformation and encompasses or leads to liber-
ation from suffering) and the more overtly Western philosophical sense
of gaining “autonomy” (and political “freedom”) through liberation from
the constraints of tradition, authority, and personal ignorance. Reading
this essay, with its emphasis on “freedom,” the libertarian aspect of Uchi-
yamas vision becomes apparent, and we can see why he identified with
anarchism as much as communism as a political ideal.** While communal
living and the abandonment of private property remain a future ideal,
Uchiyama’s immediate concern was the destruction of the semifeudal
system that denied farmers the use of what is theirs by “natural right”
(J. tozen no kenri, EIRDHER]). On one level, Ordinary Self-awakening
reads as much like a work by classical liberal writers such as John Locke
(1632-1704) or Thomas Paine (1737-1809)—or Fukuzawa Yukichi (&
i, 1835-1901)—as it does one by Marx or Bakunin. And yet, as with
Inoue Shuten, Uchiyama’s invocation of the term heibon (*F-J1; ordinary,
commonplace or even vulgar) is resonant of both the secular left discourse
of “the people” (]J. heimin “I-[%;) as well as the Chan/Zen emphasis on the
mundane or everyday as the vehicle or mode of awakening.

Finally, let us return to Uchiyama’s declaration of his commitment to
socialism, published in the January 17, 1904 edition of the People’s Paper.
However brief, this remains his clearest expression of the link between
classical Buddhist teachings and early twentieth-century left-wing politics.
Here is the declaration in its entirety:

As a propagator of Buddhism I teach that “all sentient beings
possess Buddha nature” []. issai shujo shitsi bussho, —1)%4
ZAALTE] and that “within this Dharma there is equality, with
neither superior nor inferior” [J. kore ho byodo mu koge, It
P45 ). Furthermore, I teach that “all sentient beings
are my children” []. issai shujo mina kore ako, — V)54 M( )
&H¥]. Having taken these golden words as the basis of my
faith, I discovered that they are in complete agreement with
the principles of socialism. It was thus that I became a believer
in socialism.*
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In short, here we see Uchiyama seeking Buddhist foundations for equal-
ity in the early (and admittedly controversial) Mahayana teaching of
Buddha Nature, which, via Tiantai/Tendai, would eventually provide a
shared foundation for virtually all East Asian Buddhist sects, including
Zen, Pure Land (both Jodo and Shin), and Nichiren. While it remains an
open question as to whether the doctrine of Buddha Nature can provide
a sure foundation for a modern Buddhist conception of social and polit-
ical equality, this is certainly a feature of East Asian Mahayana teachings
that has been upheld by socially engaged Buddhists in recent decades.*
Working against the egalitarian interpretation favored by Uchiyama and
socially engaged Buddhists, however, is the question of to which “realm”
these statements apply. For instance, the well-known teaching of sabetsu
byodo (Z i *F45)—usually translated as “differentiation is equality”—was
taken by prominent Meiji Buddhist figures like Shimaji Mokurai (&5H:%%
7, 1838-1911) to imply that distinctions in social status and wealth are
simply natural givens like age, sex, and so on, and have nothing whatsoever
to do with the fundamental equality of the “absolute” realm.

Rather than try to resolve the “problem” of inequality in the here
and now, Buddhists—according to Shimaji and others of his ilk—must
focus on reaching the realm of undifferentiated being, by which all such
superficial distinctions are recognized as illusory. Thus socialists, whether
of the revolutionary or reformist hue, are mistaken in taking the material
(i.e., contingent) world to be the fundamental reality, missing the forest
for the trees, as it were.” Of course, Uchiyama, like most other Bud-
dhist progressives and radicals, turned this around to ask Shimaji and
his compatriots why they are fixated on establishing a (“conventional”)
duality between this world and some other—what Ketelaar has termed
“the bifurcation of form [J. yiikei] and formless []J. mukei]”—when in
fact no “ultimate” distinction can be made.* The world in which we live,
and suffer, is nothing less than the “transcendent” realm in its imperfect,
“unawakened” state. The fundamental or “transcendent” equality asserted in
the Mahayana sutras is, for Uchiyama, a call to action, to bring about the
transformation of this world of inequality and suffering into a perfected
“Buddha land” in which there is “comfort and freedom” (]J. anraku jiyi).
After all, the key here for Uchiyama is the logical chain that: (a) suffering
exists in this world; (b) social inequality is a primary cause for suffering
and thus must be eliminated; and (c) to eliminate social inequality, the
system that creates such inequality must be replaced—even at the risk
of one’s life.
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Meiji Zen Currents: Universalism and the State

Given their unabashed eclecticism—{freely mixing social democracy, liber-
tarianism, anarchism, socialism, communism, various forms of Buddhism
(both Mahayana and Theravada) and even progressive interpretations of
Christianity and Confucianism—it would seem neither the Zen-trained
layman Inoue nor the Zen priest Uchiyama was particularly beholden
to Chan/Zen ideas or practices. And yet, in their commitment to basic
principles of universalism as well as the possibility of a direct, potentially
radical transformation of being, which may begin with the individual
consciousness but must irrevocably transcend the self-other divide, one
detects hints of a contemporaneous stream of Zen thought, traceable to
the archetypal Zen modernist lineage of Imakita Kosen, Shaku Séen, and
D. T. Suzuki. At the same time, as we see above, there are important dis-
tinctions that create a clear political separation between these two “wings”
of Zen modernism. The following section examines these distinctions
by tracing the roots of “mainstream” Zen modernism in Japan (and by
extension, the postwar West).

Imakita Kosen was a Rinzai Zen priest who, on the heels of the
1868 Meiji Restoration, became the first leader of the influential lay Zen
society Association for the Abandonment of Concepts of Objectivity and
Subjectivity (J. Ryomo Kyokai, i 1#4%).*> Inspired by his early studies
with Confucian scholar Fujisawa Togai (EIR#3%, 1794-1864), Imakita
became convinced that Buddhism must expand beyond the monasteries
and beyond funeral services to engage the everyday lives of ordinary men
and women. At the same time, against the beliefs of many prominent mid-
Meiji intellectuals, in the 1880s Imakita insisted that the modern Japanese
state required religion—specifically, Buddhism—in order to develop in a
progressive fashion, since only religion could provide both clear ethical
guidelines and engender “faith,” a dual task that neither Confucian nor
Western learning could match, at least not on the level of the ordinary
person.* As such, as with many of his Buddhist Enlightenment peers but
in contrast to the later New Buddhists—and particularly progressives such
as Inoue and Uchiyama—he called for active government support for the
dharma, if not the sangha.”

The Ryomo Kyokai was however more than simply a place for lay
Buddhists to engage in the practice of meditation. It also served as an
intellectual society for a discussion of Zen and Buddhist thought, as well
as a place where participants could engage in cultural activities such as
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poetry, music, calligraphy, and the game of go. And yet, the first of the
four simple “rules” of the society states that “members could discuss
anything they wanted except politics and ‘worldly affairs!”*® That is to
say, the point of the society was personal moral cultivation (J. jitsugaku,
#%#), which must extend outward to others in active compassion but
should not intrude upon political concerns. This is a good example of
the way that morality, ethics, and culture were frequently disconnected
from politics (and economics) in the discourse, if not practice, of Meiji
Buddhist modernism.*

While very much a product of the conflicting streams of modernity
that coursed through Japan in the late Edo and early Meiji periods, as
we have seen in both examples cited above, lay Buddhist movements of
the period also had roots in (often eclectic) interpretations of Confucian
and Neo-Confucian dictates on the importance of moral cultivation and
“practical wisdom.” In addition, while priestly advocates like Imakita
Kosen clearly wished to preserve the traditional monastic lifestyle, others
such as Nagamatsu Nissen (f&#AHJ, 1817-1890), were less sanguine
when it came to institutional Buddhism. A few leading lay—or koji (J&
4:)—Buddhists modeled themselves along the lines of the image of the
traditional Mahayana bodhisattva (e.g., Vimalakirti), whose overwhelming
compassion required a commitment to secular life that kept them volun-
tarily attached to this world. For reformers like Takada Doken (/5 H i
51, 1858-1923), author of the influential Koji shinron (J&-1-¥in, 1891),
this lay orientation, coupled with a nonsectarian “unified (or universal)
Buddhism” (J. tsu bukkyo, i#{L%L), was the wave of the future for Japa-
nese Buddhism.” Though Takada himself does not seem to go quite so
far, it is possible to read this scenario as one in which the priests—like
the fully awakened buddhas—could be left to their contemplations and
otherworldly realms because the bosatsu-koji were the ones engaged in
the active work of compassion. This contrast fits well with the lingering
Meiji discourse on Buddhist “degeneration”—and indeed, the anticlerical
flavor one finds in some remarks by koji of the period would find a home
in the New Buddhist movements of late Meiji and beyond.

Shaku Soen (1859-1919), Rinzai Zen master, chief abbot of Engakuji
in Kamakura was, among other things, de facto leader of the Japanese
delegation at the 1893 Chicago World Parliament of Religions. In addition,
as Imakita’s dharma heir, Soen carried on his teacher’s work by instructing
lay Buddhists in Kamakura and Tokyo in the practice of meditation.” Here
I focus my remarks on some distinctive elements of Soen’s modernistic
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and internationalist vision for Buddhism, which extend the lay initiatives
of Imakita and others and lay the foundations for Suzukis distinctive
brand of “existential” Zen that has had a defining influence on Western
Buddhism since World War II.

Soéen advocated Buddhist unity (e.g., in his collaborative multivol-
ume project, Essentials of the Buddhist Sects) as well as hegemony—he
proclaimed Japanese Mahayana the “universal” religion of the modern
world.*> A theme that recurs in many of Soen’s lectures and writings is
that of evolution, which is in turn intricately connected with a conception
of “progress” As with most of his Parliament or religious colleagues, Soen
viewed Buddhism—more specifically, Mahayana Buddhism as it existed in
modern Japan—as the pinnacle of Buddhist (if not more generally religious
or “spiritual”) evolution. While he admits that even contemporary Japa-
nese Buddhism is not free from “superstition, error [and] prejudice,” he
quickly notes that this is an inevitable by-product of a dynamic, “ever-living
faith[,] which knows no ossification or fossilization”>> Moreover, despite
the fact that some believers understand their faith in terms of a “fixed and
unchanging” essence, this is a mistake. Religion does (and must) “evolve”
with the times and conditions.

For Soen, as for most New Buddhists who followed him, a key feature
of Buddhism—as opposed to most (if not all) other forms of religion—is
its “tendency . . . toward intellectuality”*® This does not imply, he quickly
adds, that Buddhism is solely defined by logic or rationality but simply
that it “is always ready to stand before the tribunal of science” The danger
that haunts most religious systems, he insists, is not intellectual error so
much as “sentimentalism,” which in turn leads to “mysticism” In short,
while Buddhism embraces compassion as a guiding principle, Buddhist
love is always tempered by “spiritual insight and intellectual discrimina-
tion.” Furthermore, in picking up the Meiji discourse of practical wisdom,
Soen argues that Buddhism is, first and foremost, inclined toward aims
that are “pre-eminently practical and spiritual” By this he means that all
metaphysical speculation, while valuable, must be considered as prepa-
ratory for “ethics”

In considering Buddhist metaphysics, Soen is quick to point out
(against the perceptions of many Westerners) that Buddhists are funda-
mentally empiricists and realists, that is, they accept and affirm the reality
of the world itself: “This life as we live it, is true, and not a dream” He
also affirms (on, it must be said, more selective doctrinal grounds) the a
priori existence of one “ultimate source which is all-powerful, all-knowing,
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and all loving,” of which the entire world is a “manifestation.” Citing the
authority of American writer and Transcendentalist Ralph Waldo Emerson
(1803-1882), Soen goes on to paint a pantheistic, Spinozistic, or possibly
Neoplatonic vision of the universe, in which all existence (both sentient
and nonsentient) emerges from the creative force of “Original Reason”
And yet, while this creative and moral force is inherent, Sden rejects a
strict pantheism, since “God is greater than the totality of things.

Once again, all this speculation must be connected to the practice
of ethics, which he proceeds to summarize in the following remarkably
succinct passage:

Stop doing anything wrong, which is against the reason of
things; do whatever is good, which advances the course of
reason in this and finally help those who are still behind and
weary of life to realize enlightenment: and here is Buddhism
in a nutshell. It has nothing to do with prayer and worship
and singing and so on. Our simple everyday life of love and
sympathy is all that is needed to be a good Buddhist.**

While we must keep in mind that this essay was written for the purpose
of proselytizing Buddhism to a Western audience—and filtered through
the Westernized lens of Soen’s interpreter Suzuki—it displays a fascinating
combination of elements of Buddhist and Zen modernism, especially the
clear Unitarian inflections, some of which come via Emerson. Here, Soen
is quite explicit that the “religious life” is meaningless outside of everyday,
ethically oriented activity. Indeed, as Spinoza and the New Buddhists, there
does not seem to be a “secular” realm to speak of—only a life that is or is
not lived according to Buddhist ideals. Having said that, notice that Soen,
like Imakita before him and Suzuki after him, does not extend his argument
about Buddhist engagement into the realm of politics or social activism.
In this sense, however modern he may be in many respects, and however
undeniably cosmopolitan in others, he remains a true “conservative” in
the Burkean sense of being convinced that “evil” or “ignorance” is rooted
in individuals and their behaviors, not in social structures. Thus, as with
most of the reformist figures discussed thus far, even while “awakening” is
firmly set within the context of this world and human relationships, and
the point of Buddhism (and any religion) reaffirmed as “the promotion
of general welfare and . . . the realization of Reason,” the focus remains
on spiritual and moral cultivation, rather than a critique of economic or
political structures or social activism.*
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This also comes through clearly in Séen’s remarks on materialism.
Though in the same essay cited above he notes that Buddhism “never
forgets the fact that our religious consciousness ever demands something
concrete, that which is visible to our senses, that which is observable in
our everyday life,” the Rinzai Zen priest certainly does not accept the
doctrine of materialism, in any of its various forms. Part of this no doubt
emerges from his Hegelian sympathies, as seen above and elsewhere,
where he asserts the following, rather disarming doctrine of individual
destiny: “This corporeal existence, this particular temporary combination
of feelings and thoughts and desires, may dissolve, may not last forever
as it is, for it is no more than an agent in the hands of the world-soul to
execute its own end. When it decrees that its agent must put on a new
garment, this will take place as it is willed.”*

We will not dwell here on the contentious issue of Shaku Soen’s
nationalism, though the short essay under analysis here clearly provides
Buddhist support for self-sacrifice in times of national conflict. More
significant for my purposes is, once again, the rejection of a materialist
perspective in favor of something more clearly Hegelian and idealist,
framed here in terms of both religious evolution and individual awakening.
As Ketelaar has argued, Soen, along with other members of the Japanese
Buddhist delegation, aimed to present “Eastern Buddhism” as a spiritual
antidote for the crisis of (Western) modernity, and thus as an alternative
to Christianity. Only a spirituality that is at once “non-contingent yet
immanent” can rein in a purely secular materialism, which is here assumed
to be inherently immoral and hedonistic.””®" This antimaterialist strain
would provide a key foundation to the Buddhist response to and critique
of socialism in the final decade of Meiji, when most Buddhists—including
the leading figures of Buddhist modernism discussed here—would join
forces with their erstwhile foes, Japanese Christians, to do battle against
the “common enemy” of irreligious materialism.®

Conclusions: Is There Any Zen There?

Returning to our case studies of Inoue Shiten and Uchiyama Gudo, once
we set their work into the context of contemporary movements in Japanese
Buddhism—particularly the lay and philosophical developments occurring
beyond the monasteries—the “Zen” connections become somewhat more
apparent. Both men remained Buddhists throughout their lives. Uchiyama
(at least by his own understanding, if not that of his Soto sect), died in
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the robes of a Zen priest. While Inoue’s pacifism was certainly inspired
by ahimsa and socialist ideals, his universalist inclinations and residual
naturalism (if not materialism) have Zen roots. As for Uchiyama, while
his ideas appear to be more explicitly grounded in Mahayana themes—
including, as noted above, the Lotus Sutra—he looks to the (idealized)
Chan/Zen monastery as a model of simplicity, equality, democracy, and
virtue. Both men worked within a Buddhist modernist discourse shaped
by scholars and scholar-priests such as Inoue Enyrd, Murakami Sensho,
Kiyozawa Manshi, and the New Buddhist Fellowship, as well as the more
specific Zen modernist line extending from Imakita Kosen through Shaku
Soen and D. T. Suzuki. And yet, due to the distinctive form of maximalism
at work, the Zen modernism(s) of Inoue and Uchiyama set a distinctive,
progressive course.

Where the two men differed most, of course, was on the question
of violence. A brief anecdote serves to make this point. As previously
mentioned, at some point Inoue contacted fellow socialist Uchiyama.
While most scholars today absolve Uchiyama of any complicity in a plot
to assassinate the Meiji emperor, he was certainly no pacifist, as a perusal
of his scathing Anarcho-communist Revolution makes plain. Uchiyama
affirmed his belief in the use of explosives for fomenting revolution in
speeches made while touring the Kansai region in 1910, not long before
his arrest and incarceration.”® While staying with friends in Kobe, he made
plans to visit Inoue, presumably to solidify their connection. When he
arrived at Inoue’s door, however, the latter pretended to be out (after which
Uchiyama decided to take a stroll around Minatogawa Shrine, dedicated,
ironically, to a military commander).” While it is impossible to know
Inoue’s motivations, a reasonable conclusion is that he, like other New
Buddhists, was uncomfortable associating with the more radical fringe
of the socialist movement and, more specifically in the case of Inoue and
Uchiyama, with someone who clearly did not share his views about the
renunciation of violence, even as a means toward establishing “social justice”
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