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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation studies the critical and historical examination of modern Japanese 

Buddhism in terms of its collaboration with and resistance to ultranationalism and militarism 

before and during World War II.  It also examines how Buddhism came to Japan and transformed 

itself according to the historical, social and political contexts throughout history. Also it shows 

how and why Japanese Buddhism has transformed the Gautama Buddha’s teachings, the 

Dhamma and the notion of community, Sangha to its own in terms in relationship to the state. 

In order to examine the Japan’s modern-nation-state’s invention of installing a national 

consciousness and identity in the people through the means of State Shinto and the emperor, 

kokutai ideology after the Meiji Restoration in 1868, I apply the methodologies of social critical 

theories of James Scott, Benedict Anderson, Michel Foucault and Pierre Boudieu. 

After the Tokugawa shogunate’s long patronage of Buddhism (1602-1868), the 

dissertation examines how modern Japanese Buddhism was challenged by the Meiji state, and 

transformed itself to meet the need of the modern-nation-state centered on State Shinto and 

kokutai ideology. Moreover, it exposes how Japanese Buddhism struggled to meet the modernity 

itself such as individuality and socialization.  

Furthermore, in the 1930-40’s, in the context of rise of ultranationalism and militarism in 

the name of “overcoming modernity,” this dissertation explores how the Japanese Buddhist sects 

such as True Pure Land, Nichiren, Zen, and the Kyoto School collaborated with and resisted to 

them. Despite the main Japanese Buddhism’s active participation in the war, there were few 

Japanese Buddhists’ resistances. The dissertation examines why and how they could not 

effectively resist but failed. 
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Moreover, the dissertation shows that there were several opportunities that Japanese 

Buddhism might have stopped the state’s control of religions—the rise of ultranationalism and 

war ideology in the cases of Uchimura Kanzō’s lese majeste in the 1890’s, the state’s failures of 

ratification on the Religious Organization Law twice in the 1920’s, and Seno’o Girō’s anti-fascist 

movements in the 1930’s—the Buddhists had had critical minds and organizational wills 

alongside with the interreligious cooperation with Christianity and new religions.  

 Thus, this dissertation critically examines Japanese Buddhism in three terms; the social 

critical ethics, the interreligious dialogue, and the trans-national dialogue. It shows why and how 

Japanese Buddhism lost the Buddha’s critical mind, social ethics, the democratic origin of 

Sangha, as well as the trans-national dialogue with Korean, Chinese and South Asian Buddhists 

and eventually justified the Japanese imperial aggression against Asia.  

I hope that my dissertation will help the Japanese Buddhists undertake a self-critical 

examination of their involvement in World War II, and would set up a good example of self-

criticism of religion and nationalism.  It could certainly help the current Islamic people’s 

struggles for democracy, nationalism and holy war. Also in case of China’s nationalistic 

expansionism which resembles the Japan of 1930-40’s, in the name of nationalism and social 

harmony, religious freedom was limited to the inner private realm, but its public role in checking 

nationalism was suppressed. Tibetan Buddhism, Falun Gong and house Christian churches cried 

out for their freedom. Therefore the self-critical examination of the rise and fall of the Japanese 

empire in terms of religion, religious freedom and ultranationalism might help Chinese religions 

and intellectuals as well as other cases involving religion, nationalism and war. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Kondō Hajime 近藤一, a Pure Land Buddhist layperson, made a confession of his war 

experiences in China Shanzi山西省 in 1940: after two month’s training, Mr. Kondō was ordered 

by his superior to conduct an experiment in the killing of two Chinese captives with a bayonet. 

Kondō said he felt as if he had cut tofu. After ten days, Kondo was ordered to learn how to cut 

off the heads of Chinese soldiers. After half a year, in order to fight against Chinese communist 

soldiers, he went to one village where Japanese soldiers always looked for women whose ages 

were between ten and thirty. If none in this age group could be found then they would move on 

to older women as late in years as their sixties. They usually raped the women and afterwards 

they even inserted bottles or pieces of wood into their sexual organs. Of course, the women died 

in great pain. Kondō often wondered why they had to do such things. Kondō’s friends asked him 

to join them in cutting off the ears of old Chinese men and women with a bayonet. “Why do we 

have to do this?” Kondō asked. His friends replied, “They gave birth to Chinese communist 

soldiers!” Kondō could not understand this kind of thinking.1  

One day, Japanese soldiers tried to execute captured Chinese soldiers at once by shooting 

them from behind. Kondō confessed that he himself became a demon for four years in China. His 

war experience created a shadow in his life and he hid it. However, he could not erase it from his 

memory. Kondō decided at last to confess it honestly as a beginning of the redemption from his 

sins in the war. Kondō confessed his experiences so that the younger generation could 

understand what the war experience was. 

 At the end, Kondō stated that: 

                                                             
1 Hiroshi Kamei, 亀井ひろし Shinran to Senso o Itamu 親鸞と戦争を痛む(Tokyo: Daihorinkaku, 1998),  pp. 69-
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After recalling my war experience, I eventually concluded that the emperor must have the 
ultimate responsibility for the war. The war was ordered in the name of Hirohito裕仁. 
Hirohito should have acknowledged his war responsibility and his sins more than 
anybody. If so, Japan would have been transformed very much. According to the diary of 
Konoe Fuminaro 近衛文麿 (the prime minister at the beginning of the war with China); 
“If Hirohito resigned and became a Buddhist monk to pray for the war dead’s spirits, I 
would have followed Hirohito to become a monk.” I wanted Hirohito to do it. It was a 
Buddhist way that Hirohito should have become a monk with a heart of repentance. 
Historically the Emperors did such things to redeem their sins in Japan. If he had really 
repented, the person would have been healed and forgiven. It is a Buddhist way. If 
Hirohito had said he was sorry and confessed his sins and mistakes in the war as the head 
of the country, all the people of Japan who went to the war would have confessed and 
repented their sins. This would have been salvation. Then could not everyone have gone 
forward to the future? Japan would have been totally different now. But Japan and the 
Japanese people lost such an opportunity.2  

 

Kondō is one of thousands of ordinary Japanese Buddhist soldiers who felt guilt about 

their atrocities. But most of them hid their sins and died. It is Kondō’s Buddhist faith (True Pure 

Land浄土真宗) that teaches totally reliance on the compassion and forgiveness of Amida 

Buddha阿弥陀仏 if one truly confesses one’s helplessness and repents one’s sinfulness. It is 

also his Buddhist faith that enabled him to relativize the absolute national ideology and 

understand Hirohito’s mortality and sinfulness as much as an ordinary people’s.  

 Kondō’s statement is very significant for two reasons. First of all, in spite of his Buddhist 

faith and recognizing his crimes, something compelled him to become a “willing executioner” as 

the emperor’s soldier to kill vulnerable Chinese in a worse than demonic way.3  Secondly, Kondō 

acknowledged the centrality of the emperor as an ideological force. Until the emperor himself 

acknowledges his sinfulness on the bases of some universal faith, Japan and the Japanese people 

essentially cannot be transformed. What was the something that compelled him to become the 

“willing executioner” of innocents in the name of the emperor, despite his True Pure Land 

                                                             
2 Ibid., 76-77 
3 Daniel Goldhagen, Willing Executioners: Ordinary Germans and the Holocaust, (New York: Vintage, 1997).  
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Buddhist faith? Why and how could not his Buddhist faith have helped him resist the killing of 

innocent Chinese people and taking part in the war itself? Although one can easily condemn 

Kondō and his faith, one can also try to understand ordinary people’s Buddhist faith in its intense 

relationship with the national ideology and the emperor. 

Furthermore, why did ordinary people like Kondō become demonic in killing vulnerable 

Chinese civilians, as he describes himself? At any rate, it is significant that the acknowledgement 

of war responsibility and the confession of their atrocities have emerged quietly and voluntarily 

from the grass-roots faith circles of True Pure Land Buddhists fifty years after the end of the war.   

 

Thesis 

 

The relationship between Japanese religions, especially Buddhism, and the state has 

oscillated between acts of collaboration and resistance, though collaboration has been 

predominant. As a result, many Buddhist institutions supported the state policy during World War 

II. Through the paradigm of the relationship between Japanese Buddhism and the state, I wish to 

explore the religious undercurrents which contributed to Japan’s war crimes, including that of 

Korean “Comfort Women,” slave labor, the Nanjing massacre, and American POW’s.  Germans 

have undertaken an extensive critical examination of the relationship between German churches 

and the Third Reich. The Japanese, however, have not yet fully examined these parallels. 

In my dissertation, I will first explore why and how Japanese Buddhism transformed 

itself in accordance with the urgent demands of the formation of a modern nation-state in the 

middle of the 19th century: In response to the threat of Western imperialism and recognizing the 

need for the industrialization and modernization of the country, the Meiji Restoration 明治維新
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took place in 1868, discarding the Tokugawa feudal Shogunate system 徳川将軍制度 in order to 

centralize the nation-state and invent a Japanese national consciousness centered on the emperor 

and State Shinto (Kokka Shinto国家神道) from above.  

The Meiji leaders, in collaboration with fanatic Shinto scholars, decided to purge 

Buddhism in order to purify Shinto of a Buddhist-Shinto synthesis that had taken place for a 

thousand years since Buddhism first came to Japan in the 6th century C.E. In order to invent what 

ultimately became known as State Shinto, centered on the national ideology of kokutai 国体 (the 

national body), almost 40,000 Buddhist temples (one third) were destroyed and a significant 

number of Buddhist priests were forced to become laymen.  

Thus, in modern Japanese Buddhism, there has been collaboration with as well as 

resistance to the formation of the national ideology of kokutai, which was based on State Shinto 

and the emperor. For the survival of Buddhism, Japanese Buddhist leaders protested as well as 

appealed to the new government that Buddhism could be a useful tool contributing to the 

strength of a national consciousness and would protect Japanese identity from the overwhelming 

power of Christianity and Western ideologies. With an increase of Buddhist peasant uprisings 

due to the suppression of Buddhism, the new Meiji government leaders shifted to a more 

pragmatic approach in cooperating with traditional Buddhist institutions in order to disseminate 

the new national policy, kokutai, to the people.  

Over 81,000 Buddhist priests volunteered to become government-hired “evangelists” of 

the new national doctrine, kokutai. Thus, negotiation between the Meiji government and 

Buddhist institutional leaders took place by granting religious freedom within the Constitution in 

exchange for their support and loyalty to the new national policy in 1890. This shaped the course 
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of modern Japanese Buddhism, but at a high price. 

Second, I will explore why and how Japanese Buddhism lost its critical attitude towards 

nationalistic kokutai ideology and became a tool of the government. Buddhism, especially True 

Pure Land Buddhism 浄土真宗 and Nichiren Buddhism日蓮宗, had a strong millennial 

kingdom notion that had, at times, become a source of resistance to the injustice of the social 

system. There were many cases of Pure Land peasant rebellions and Nichiren peasant rebellions 

in 15-16th century Japan, as well as a Christian (Catholic) rebellion at Amakusa Island天草諸島 

in 1637. But those religious uprisings were brutally suppressed. The largest mass killing in 

Japanese history was done in the suppression of such mass religious resistance.4 In other words, 

had Japanese Buddhism lost its spirit of resistance even before the Meiji Restoration? Why and 

How? 

Third, during the Meiji period, due, at least in part, to the compromise of Japanese 

institutional Buddhism with the state, many new religions emerged to satisfy the spiritual and 

ethical needs of the people. However, those new religions founded by women and laypersons 

such as Tenri-kyō, and Ōmoto-kyō, were persecuted by the government and mainstream 

institutional Buddhism. I will explore the ideological, socio-political process of the dynamic 

struggle between institutional Buddhist leaders and the new religions initiated by lay people. 

After the death of the Meiji emperor明治天皇, due to Japan’s alliance with the UK and 

the USA during World War I, Japan was in a relatively democratic period, so-called, Taishō 

democracy大正デモクラシー (Andrew Gordon called this “Taishō Imperial Democracy”). The 

Russian Revolution also accelerated several mass movements of labor and political parties. New 

                                                             
4 Yoshio Yasumaru,  安丸良夫  Kindai bukkyo no hensen (Tokyo, Japan: Shunjusha, 1986),  p. 20.  
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religions or lay Buddhist movements mingled with mass movements, ironically helping to form 

an anti-urban capitalist movement, a form of National Socialism, in other words, a rightwing 

revolutionary ultra-nationalism, or Japanese fascism from below. Fourthly, I will explore why 

and how these ironies occurred. 

Finally, in previous research, the ideology of the Japanese political and religious leaders 

has been exposed as the foundation of Japan’s involvement in the World War II and its total 

destruction. I would like to pursue the ordinary people’s consciousness, as the “willing 

executioners.” 

Due to the sense of a tremendous crisis during the Meiji period, especially leading up to 

World War II, the modern state invented an ideology to control the minds of the people. Japanese 

Buddhism, except in some minor cases, supported and compromised with it. 

 

Previous Research 

 

James Ketelaar’s Of Heretics and Martyrs in Meiji Japan exposed in great detail the 

struggle between Buddhism and the early Meiji modern-state, which had an anti-Buddhist 

ideology, influenced by nationalistic Shinto mythology and Confucian rationalism.5 Ketelaar 

used the Chicago School of History of Religions as his method of exploration for the details of 

texts and facts. However, Ketelaar does not do enough to expose the undercurrents of the grass-

roots’ vitality of the religious consciousness or unconsciousness of the Shinto-Buddhist synthesis 

and dynamic resistance to the modern-nation-state’s invention of State Shinto. Helen Hardacre 

                                                             
5 James Ketelaar Of Heretics and Martyrs in Meiji Japan (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990) 



  xvii 

also follows Ketelaar’s method of the History of Religion in Shinto and the State and explores 

how State Shinto was invented by the Meiji modern-nation-state and implies the continuation of 

the ethos of State Shinto in post-war Japanese government leaders’ official visitation to The 

Yasukuni Shinto Shrine 靖国神社. 6   

In terms of a historical analysis of the Buddhist leaders’ collaboration with the State and 

involvement in World War II, Brian Daizen Victoria, a Sōtō-Zen priest曹洞宗, did 

unprecedented work in his books Zen At War and Zen War Stories, where he provides excellent 

documentation and analysis, especially on Zen Buddhist leaders’ involvement in World War II.7  

However, Victoria exposes mainly Zen Buddhist leaders who were part of the social elites, but 

does not discuss the Pure Land and Nichiren Buddhists, whose numbers of lay people and 

general impact were much larger, except Seno’o Girō, 妹尾義郎 a Nichiren follower, who 

founded The Youth Federation for Revitalizing Buddhism 新興 仏教青年同盟 and protested the 

state policy for World War II. Victoria produced an excellent analysis of the problems of 

Buddhist leaders. Building on his work, I would like to explore more of the ordinary people’s 

religious consciousness and the undercurrents of the collective unconscious, how and why they 

became the “willing executioners” as the emperor’s soldiers, committing war atrocities in Asia. 

To do that, I need to explore not only the official ideology of the established religions, but also 

that of lay Buddhists, as well as the dynamic tension between leaders and laity in Pure Land and 

Nichiren Buddhism.  

In previous research on these issues, Yasumaru Yoshio安丸良夫, one of Minshūshi-ka民

衆史家 (the People’s Historians), exposed the struggle in the undercurrents of the religious 

                                                             
6 Helen Hardacre, Shinto and State (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991) 
7 Brian Daizen Victora, Zen at War (New York: Whetherhill, 1997); Zen at War (Oxford: Rowan-little field, 2006); 
Zen War Stories (London, New York: RoutledgeCurzen 2003) 
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consciousness of the people between resistance and subordination to the kokutai ideology.8 

Yasumaru paid attention to new religious movements, especially Ōmoto-kyō 大本教 founded by 

a charismatic woman, Deguchi Nao出口なお. Yasumaru’s keen analysis of the dynamism 

between the lay-initiated new religions and the established institutional religions is very useful. 

However, he does not analyze the inner logic of the Buddhist collaboration and the resistance, or 

its spiritual ideological involvement in World War II, despite an excellent analysis of sectarian 

Shinto such as Ōmoto-kyō.  

Based on Marxist historiography, Nakano Kyōtoku中濃教篤, Ichikawa Hakugen市川白

弦, and Murakami Shigeyoshi村上重良 expose the relationship between modern Japanese 

Buddhism and imperialism not only in Japan but also in Korea and China.9 However, recently 

beyond Marxist class analysis but from a religious or existential view, though without excluding 

sociological perspectives, Sueki Fumihiko 末木文美士, a medieval Buddhism specialist, 

examines the reasons for the modern Japanese Buddhist leaders’ weakness in social ethics and 

resistance to ultranationalism.10  Shimazono Susumu 島薗進 has also done for new religious 

movements and State Shinto beyond Murakami Shigeyoshi’s Marxist historiography.11 

 

Methodology 

 

                                                             
8 Yoshio Yasumaru,  Kamigami no Meiji Ishin (Tokyo: Iwanami shinsho, 2006);  Yasumaru, Deguchi Nao (Tokyo: 
Asahi Sensho, 1997),   Carol Gluck explains Minshushi-ka in her article, “The People in History: Recent trends in 
Japanese historiography” Vol. 38 No.1 (Nov., 1978) pp.25-50 in The Journal of Asian Studies  
9 Kyōtoku Nakano, Tenno sei to shokuminchi dendo (The emperor system and evangelism in the colonies) This is a 
classical work in exposure of the link between the emperor system and Japanese Buddhists missionaries. (Tokyo, 
Japan: Tosho-kankōkai, 1965)  
10 Fumihiko Sueki,  Fumihiko Kindai Nippon To Bukkyo  Trans-review, 2006; Meiji Shisoka-Ron (Tokyo: Trans-
review, 2004) 
11 Susumu, Shimazono, Kokka Shinto to Nihonjin (Tokyo: Iwanamishinsho, 2011) 
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Methodologically, in terms of the analysis of the religious foundation of kokutai, I 

learned much from Helen Hardacre’s Shinto and State. In terms of a significant analysis of 

Japanese Buddhism and its struggle with Kokutai ideology, I use James Ketelaar’s Of Heretics 

and Martyrs in Meiji Japan based on the method of the History of Religions, Chicago School. I 

also gained a great deal of insight and information about the Japanese institutional Buddhist 

leaders, especially Zen Masters’ subordination and collaboration with ultra- nationalism and 

fascism by the Sōtō Zen priest, Daizen Victoria’s Zen at War, and Zen War Stories.  

I will use Ienaga Saburō’s 家永三郎Marxist historiography in his The Pacific War not 

only in Japan’s but also Korea’s and China’s contexts.12 I also will use Maruyama Masao’s 丸山

真男 methodology of Weber, Mannheim and Boukenow’s Sociology of Knowledge of the 

Frankfort Schools in his Thought and Behaviors of Modern Japanese Politics.13 Moreover, I will 

apply Foucault’s analysis of the internalized power subjectivity and Bourdieu’s power of ritual 

and rites in the centralization of the modern state that have been employed by Takashi Fujitani’s 

Splendid Monarchy: power and pageantry in modern Japan. 14 I also learned the modern 

Japanese state’s unique methods of “moral suasion” from Sheldon Garon.15 

I will apply James C. Scott’s postmodern methodology of critical analysis of the tragic 

result of a high modernist utopian ideology by the modern state in comparison to Metis of 

wisdom of local people as the art of resistance. Benedict Anderson’s analysis of nationalism as 

the “imagined community” is also helpful.16  I also apply the method of “The People’s History,” 

                                                             
12 Saburō Ienaga The Pacific War (New York: Pantheon Publisher, 1975). 
13 Masao Maruyama, Thought and Behavior of Modern Japanese Politics (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1963). 
14 Takashi Fujitani The Splendid Monarch (Berkeley: The University of California Press, 1998). 
15 Sheldon Garon Molding Japanese Minds (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1997). 
16 James Scott, Seeing like A State, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998); Domination and the Art of Resistance 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991); Benedict Anderson, The Imagined Communities (New York: Verso, 
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so-called, Minshū-shi by Irokawa Daikichi’s 色川大吉 The Culture of the Meiji, and Yasumaru 

Yoshio’s Kindai tennō-zō no keisei近代天皇像の形成17 (The formation of the image of the 

modern emperor), and Kami-gami no Meiji Ishin神々の明治維新 (Gods of the Meiji 

Restoration) in terms of the people’s ideological and religious consciousness as the source of the 

act of resistance as well as collaboration with Kokutai ideology.18  

 

My contribution to the field 

 

One of the ultimate purposes of my dissertation is to help prevent the rise of ultra-

nationalism and fascism in Japan by promoting interreligious dialogue between Buddhists and 

Christians, as well as trans-national dialogue among Indian, Chinese, Korean, Japanese and 

Western Buddhists. World religions such as Buddhism and Christianity have the ability to 

relativize kokutai absolutism based on their universal view. Genuine dialogue between them is 

critically important to prevent the rise of ultra-nationalism in the future. Buddhists lost their 

critical attitude towards tennō 天皇 (the emperor) and kokutai and collaborated with kokutai 

ideology; in the past, due to fear and prejudice against Christianity, Buddhism compromised with 

nationalistic interests and ideology in order to compete with Christianity. Christianity also did 

not engage in dialogue with Buddhism but looked down on it as a superstitious idolatry. This was 

based on pride in the superiority of Western civilization, and Christianity in Japan remained an 

urban intellectual’s religion without significant interaction with local and agricultural people.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
2006). 
17 Yoshio Yasumaru, Kindai Tenno-zo no Keisei (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, Tokyo,1992). 
18 Yoshio Yasumaru, Kamigami no Meiji Ishin (Tokyo: Iwanami shinsho, 2006). 
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That was why both Japanese Buddhism and Christianity gave the chance to the state to 

control religions and the people based on national interest. The state used the distrust between 

Buddhism and Christianity for its own purpose. Though there were attempts at dialogue between 

them to fight national ideologies, such as by Uchimura Kanzō内村鑑三, Uchiyama Gudō内山

愚道, Seno’o Girō 妹尾義郎 and Yanaibara Tadao矢内原忠雄, they did not get the institutional 

support of Buddhism and Christianity, and thus, were crushed by the state. The Kyoto School (京

都学派) of Nishida Kitarō西田幾多郎, Miki Kiyoshi 三木清, Nishitani Keiji 西谷啓二 or 

others, who studied Western philosophies and integrated them with Buddhism, could have 

mediated between Japanese Buddhism and Christianity. Those Kyoto-School intellectuals in the 

Imperial University were, however, isolated from the people and could not organize any popular  

movement. 

As James Ketelaar points out, “Buddhism was, indeed one, if not the only, organization 

capable of offering effective resistance to the state policy.”19 Japanese Buddhism, however, had 

been a familial ritual religion conducting funerals and ancestor commemoration since the time of 

the Tokugawa shogunate’s severe control in 1602.  As mentioned before, Buddhism, especially 

Pure Land Buddhism and Nichiren Buddhism, had a strong millennial kingdom notion that 

became a source of resistance to the injustice of the social system, including many peasants 

rebellions as mentioned earlier. These experiences affected the sub-consciousness of Japanese 

Buddhists, thus they compromised with the emperor and national policy of kokutai. Even though 

new religious movements emerged with a millennial notion, such as Tenri-kyō天理教 and 

Ōmoto-kyō, etc., they were influenced by sectarian Shinto and eventually were used for a radical 

ultra-nationalism to cement the emperor ideology from below.  

                                                             
19 Ketelaar Of Heretics and Martyrs and s in Meiji Japan,  p. 215.  Victoria, Zen at War, p. 78. 
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Now is the time for Japanese Buddhists to liberate themselves from the Shinto-

nationalistic synthesis and recover the original teaching of Gautama Buddha as a world religion, 

though rooted in the local reality, just as Hihan-bukkyō批判仏教 (Critical Buddhism) has 

recently done.20 Thus, dialogue with one of the major world religions, Christianity, as well as 

trans-national dialogue with Korean and Chinese Buddhists and Western Buddhists would be 

helpful in relativizing the state ideology.  

Hence, my dissertation shows why and how Japan’s aggressive nationalism arose against 

China, Korea and the West. The state created a pseudo-religion of State Shinto and confined 

religious freedom within the private realm and prohibited public manifestations of religion. 

Therefore, Japanese religions lost their transcendental and critical view towards nationalistic 

expansionism and helped bring about its self-destruction in World War II. This case study of the 

self-critical examination of the rise and fall of the Japanese empire in relation to religion would 

help Chinese intellectuals re-examine the current China’s nationalistic expansionism with its 

prohibition of religious freedom in the public realm and the suppression of such groups as Falun 

Gong and Tibetan Buddhists etc, in order to find a more profound relationship between religion, 

human rights, and social progress in China, East Asia and the Pacific Rim.  

                                                             
20 Professor Hakamaya Noriaki袴谷憲昭 and Matsumoto Shirō松本史朗 at Komazawa University	 駒澤大学, 
the Buddhism Department have been active scholars of the Critical Buddhism. They offered a critical examination 
of the Buddhist doctrines that allowed the Japanese Buddhist’s compromise with the state and its ideology in the 
Japanese context.  Hakamaya’s Hongaku Shiso Hihan, 本覚思想批判 1989, Daizō Shuppan; Matsumoto’s Engi to 
Ku縁起と空: Nyoraizo Hihan,如来蔵批判 Daizō Shuppan, 1989 are their major works.  
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CHAPTER 1 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF JAPANESE BUDDHISM AND ITS INTERACTION WITH THE 

STATE FROM ANCIENT TIMES TO THE MEIJI ERA 

 

What kind of Buddhism was introduced into Japan in terms of the relationship with 

the State and War? 

 

Buddhism came to Japan in 538 C.E from Paekche 百済 (18 B.C.E-660C.E.) in the 

southwestern portion of Korea.21 At that time, Korea was divided into three kingdoms, Paekche, 

Koguryō 高句麗 (37 B.C.E-668 C.E.) and Silla新羅 (57 B.C.E-668 C.E). All three kingdoms 

accepted Buddhism, especially the Mahayana Buddhist tradition of the northern Chinese courts. 

They had a common concern with Buddhism that offered supernatural protection for the nation 

through its connection with the powerful Buddha. The royalty of each kingdom also saw 

Buddhism as a potential force for internal unification, because it offered a moral and 

sophisticated worldview that could surpass the various mythologies connected with the rival 

clans.22 Thus, their Buddhism was clearly State Protecting Buddhism, as well as Gokoku Bukkyō 

護国仏教 (Buddhism Protecting the State).23  

At any rate, what China received from Indian Buddhist missionaries around the second 

century C.E. was the Mahayana Buddhist tradition. In order to understand the relationship 

between Buddhism and state, we need to understand how Buddhism transformed itself after the 
                                                             
21 Richard Robinson, The Buddhist Religions (New York: Wadsworth Publishing, 1996), p. 222. There are two 
opinions about the year Buddhism came to Japan; 552C.E. according to Nihonshoki (the chronicle of Japan), and 
538C.E. according to jougushoutokuhouosetsu.  Now 538 C.E. is more credible among scholars.  
22 Ibid.,  p. 221. 
23 Brian Victoria, Zen at War (London: Rowman&Littefield Publishers, 2006, 2nd edition),  p. 227.  
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death of Gautama Siddhartha (釈迦牟尼 Shakyamuni) (566-486 B.C.E or 446-368 B.C.E) 24 as 

well as how Buddhism changed itself in China before it came to Japan through Korea. 

Although Shakyamuni was a prince and was concerned about his father (the king) and his 

kingdom and often consulted with kings and government leaders to avoid war, he wanted to 

concentrate on spiritual enlightenment and build an ideal community, Sangha, centered on the 

Dhamma.25  The Sangha was a community of mutual respect without any class distinctions and 

every decision was made by all members with a full participation and discussion. The Sangha 

was a democratic community.  Shakyamuni never visited kings on his own initiative, but met 

them only when they visited him.26 

After Shakyamuni died, his teachings were transmitted by elders and came to form 

Theravada Buddhism. Theravada Buddhism created their sutras (Buddhist scriptures or 

literatures), doctrines (Dhamma) and monasteries (Sangha). However, two significant events 

occurred in Buddhist history; first of all, King Asoka (269-232 B.C.E.) unified India and 

established a state patronage of Buddhism. Second, reformed Buddhism emerged outside the 

elite Sangha and embraced the salvation of lay people—the so-called Mahayana Buddhism in 

comparison to the traditional Theravada Buddhism.  

It was not clear whether King Asoka merely used Buddhism to unify his kingdom or was 

sincerely converted to Buddhism. However, he supported the Sanghas. King Asoka also 

interfered in the affairs of the Sangha and even required monks to get his permission to become 

priests. At any rate, King Asoka spread Buddhism and established the model of the King’s 

                                                             
24 Peter Harvey, An Introduction to Buddhism (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1990), p. 9. 
25 Dhamma is a Pali expression of the Dharma (Sanskrit). Dhamma has several meanings: (1) the eternal truth, 
cosmic law-orderliness discovered by the Buddha(s); (2) the Buddhist path of practice, and the goal of Buddhism, 
the timeless Nibbana (Nirvana in Sanskrit); (3) Ethical norm or social ethical principle; (3) Teachings or doctrines of 
Buddha; (4) Any phenomenal objects (both physical and mental) of consciousness. (Ibid., p. 2.) 
26 Hajime Namakura, Genshi Bukkyo Shakai Shiso (Tokyo, Japan: Shunjūsha, 1998), p. 293. 
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Protection of Buddhism (“The Dhamma King” or Cakravarin転輪聖王 “The Wheel Turning 

Sacred King).27 King Asoka used Buddhism as a universal ideology to create a unified kingdom 

beyond ethnic and tribal divisions.  This was known as the Universal Monarchy.28 

Furthermore, unlike the Theravada tradition where monks focused on one’s own 

enlightenment to become a Buddha by orderly discipline and keeping the five precepts29 and 

many ethical regulations in the Sangha, Mahayana Buddhism emphasized the salvation of all, 

including the laity beyond the Sangha. Thus, Mahayana Buddhism invented many bodhisattvas 

as figures devoting themselves to others’ salvation before becoming Buddha. This Mahayana 

tradition certainly brought a significant flexibility to accommodate salvation needed to meet 

various people’s needs. Hence, Mahayana Buddhists called themselves “The Greater Vehicle” 

and called the Theravada Buddhists “The Lesser Vehicle.” However, due to this flexibility and its 

over-contextualization in Chinese, Korean and Japanese soils, and emphasis on the notion of 

Sunyata (emptiness and non-duality of good and evil), Mahayana Buddhism has lost 

Shakyamuni’s core ethics.  

According to Paul Demiéville, Mahayana Buddhism was able to engender a reasoning 

which the clergy only had to draw upon to justify its warrior aberrations. Theravada Buddhism, 

which tends to condemn life, remains firm in its interdiction of killing; Mahayana lauds life, and 

it is the Mahayana that will in the end find excuses for murder, and will even glorify it.30 When 

Mahayana Buddhism came to China around the second century C.E., Mahayana Buddhism had 

to face challenges from Confucianism and Taoism and adopted some of their teachings.   

                                                             
27 Victoria, Zen at war,  p. 88.   This is often said as the Golden Wheel-Turning King、金輪聖王  
28 Ibid., p. 199. 
29 The five precepts are the important Buddhist ethical commandments; (1) “Do not kill or injure any human, animal 
or insects,” (2) “ Do not steal,” (3)”Do not have sexual misconduct” (4) “Do not lie” (5) “Do not drink” 
30 Paul Demiévill, Buddhist Warfare (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), p. 20. 
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When the three kingdoms of Korea received Mahayana Buddhism from the Chinese 

courts, China was in the period of Northern and Southern Dynasties (318-589 C.E.) where many 

Mahayana Buddhists were actively engaged with the Chinese courts and intellectuals, including 

especially Taoists who were interested in the Buddhist notion of sunyata (emptiness) in 

comparison to the Taoist notion of nothingness.  In response to Confucianism and its notion of 

the emperor endowed by T’ien Ming 天命 (Mandate of Heaven), especially the northern 

Buddhist monk Fa-kuo, claimed the emperor T’ai-tsu in northeast kingdom of China as being a 

living Buddha himself, worshiping the emperor as a living Buddha, comparing the emperor to 

King Asoka. In return for imperial patronage and protection, the Buddhists and Sangha were 

expected to serve and protect the state and its rulers by praying to Buddha and bodhisattvas, 

including for victory on the battlefield. This idea of Buddhism protecting the state and the state 

protecting Buddhism came to Korea and eventually Japan.31 

Later, the Sui隋 Dynasty unified China (589- 617C.E) and created a strong state 

protecting Buddhism. The emperor Wen 文王 of the Sui Dynasty clearly intended to use 

Buddhism as a tool for unifying all of China and presented himself as a Universal Monarch in 

581 C.E. and compared himself to King Asoka’s Cakravartin King 転輪聖王 (The Wheel-

Turning Sacred King).32 The T’ang 唐 Dynasty eventually created a much larger empire (618-

907 C.E) where unique forms of Chinese Buddhism were created, such as C’han禅宗, Pure 

Land浄土宗, T’ien-t’ai 天台宗 and Hua-yen Buddhism華厳宗. Many Japanese students were 

                                                             
31 Victoria, Zen, p. 200. 
32  Ibid., p. 201.  
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sent to study Chinese Buddhism during the Sui and T’ang period. For Japanese, learning 

Buddhism was joining the global civilization and standard around that time.33 

Prince Shōtoku 聖徳太子 (574-622C.E.) was a decisive figure in Japan if Buddhism 

were to become the state religion. In order to strengthen and legitimize the imperial power, 

Prince Shōtoku used Buddhism’s global authenticity to supersede all rival clans and tribes who 

claimed various indigenous mythologies of Shinto, and to build the Universal Monarchy.  Also, 

in order to avoid conflict with the native religions of Shinto, Prince Shōtoku took a much more 

flexible Mahayana Buddhist tradition. He himself lectured on three important Mahayana sutras 

in the court, the Lotus-sutra (Hokke-kyō法華経), the Vimalakirti sutra (Yuima-kyō維摩経) and 

the Srimala-sutra (Shōman-kyō勝蔓経).  A Buddhist monk, Hyeja (Eji in Japanese) 慧慈, from 

Koguryō in Korea, became his teacher.  Prince Shōtoku built the temple Hōryū-ji 法隆寺 in 596 

C.E. and sent brilliant students to Sui in China. 

Most important, Prince Shōtoku wrote the Seventeen Article Constitution 十七条の憲法

based on Buddhism, Confucianism, and the imperial authority in 604 C.E. as the governing rule 

and the codes of ethics of government officials. This constitution has influenced the Japanese 

public mind throughout history. The First Article said, “Harmony is to be valued, and 

contentiousness avoided. All men are inclined to partnership and few are truly discerning.” 34 As 

a Buddhist, he also wrote the Second Article, “Sincerely reverence the Three Treasures. The 

Buddha, the law (Dhamma), and the religious orders (Sangha) are the final refuge of all beings 

and the supreme objects of reverence in all countries.”35 Prince Shōtoku truly established the 

tradition of the state protecting Buddhism and Buddhism in turn protecting the state in Japan.  

                                                             
33 Hajime Nakamura, Shōtoku Taishi (Tokyo, Japan: Shunjusha, 1998),  p. 73. 
34 Theodore de Bary, Source of Japanese Tradition, Vol. one (New York: Columbia University Press, 2001), p. 51. 
35 Ibid., p. 51. 
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Buddhism and the Imperial Families in Ancient Japan 

 

 
Before Buddhism came to Japan, there was no Shinto as an established religion at all. As 

mentioned above, each clan and the imperial family had its own deity of kami, a mixture of 

Taoist deities and native animist nature sprits. Besides Buddhism, the imperial family also 

conducted celebrations and prayer rituals to its gods, (which later became Shinto imperial 

rituals).  However the imperial family, especially Prince Shōtoku imported Buddhism as a form 

of high global culture to legitimize its imperial authority (Buddhism from above). Through the 

efforts of the imperial government, many kokubun-ji国分寺 (district Buddhist temples) were 

built under strict government control.  In 743C.E. the emperor Shōmu 聖武天皇(701-756 CE) 

celebrated the completion of Tōdai-ji東大寺 which was the largest wooden Buddhist temple. It 

had the largest bronze stature of Buddha in the world, with many guests coming from Korea, 

China and even India to Nara. It was a global celebration of Japan’s joining the Buddhist 

civilization. The emperor Shōmu proclaimed himself as a servant of the Buddha Dharma, even 

though he also conducted the Shinto rituals as well. All Buddhist priests were appointed by the 

government.  

However, there were some private Buddhist priests among the people, such as Gyōki 行

基 (668-681 C.E.), who initiated the building of dams and bridges, and the cultivation of new 

rice fields. He encouraged the healing of sick people. The priests helped people with concrete 

living issues as a bodhisattva practice instead of staying in the governmental institutions of 
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Buddhism.36 This constituted a kind of Buddhism from below. They regarded even the emperor, 

who also could not escape from Buddhist Dhamma and karmic law, as one of the ordinary people 

who needed salvation. Those private and unofficial Buddhist priests among people became the 

foundation for the future itinerant Buddhist priests such as 聖 Hijiri or 遊行僧 Yugyō-Sō. One 

can see the paradigm of the dialectical power conflict between Buddhism from above and from 

below existing even in ancient times.  

However the turning point in the relationship between Buddhism and the state—as well 

as the Buddhism-Shinto relationship—came through the exoteric Buddhism (Tendai Buddhism

天台仏教 or T’ien-t’ai in Chinese) centered on the Lotus-sutra by Saichō 最澄 (767-822 C.E.) 

and the esoteric Buddhism of Kūkai 空海 (774-835 C.E.), 真言仏教(Shingon Buddhism) around 

800-810 C.E. In particular, the esoteric Kūkai Shingon Buddhism completed the Shinto-Buddhist 

syntheses by seeing the Shinto kami as the manifestations of bodhisattvas to save Japan (honji-

suijaku) 本地垂迹. Tendai Buddhists and Shingon Buddhists especially trained themselves on 

mountains by prayer and to master the magical skills of healing, so called – Shugendō 修験道 

(The way of self-cultivation and spiritual experiment). They prayed to both Buddha and the 

mountain kami for the protection of the nation and people as spiritual guardians. Thus Buddhist 

temples and shrines for kami were built next to each other. The esoteric Buddhism of Kūkai 

attracted the aristocrats and even the imperial family. The imperial family eventually belonged to 

sects of Shingon esoteric Buddhism while performing Shinto rituals at the court. With support 

from the emperor, both Shingon and Tendai, Buddhists received their own huge land grants, 

workers, and even developed armed monks to protect temples and lands.  This system shaped 

                                                             
36 Masataka Nakai, “Bosatsu Gyo to Shakai Gigyo” (Tokyo: Hozokan, 1990), pp. 47-58. 
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most of Japanese medieval Buddhism, the so called, Kenmitsu taisei顕密体制 (exoteric-esoteric 

system).37  

In their Buddhist doctrines especially Tendai Buddhism at Mt. Hiei比叡山, Hongaku 

Shiso 本覚思想 (original enlightenment thought) became prominent in Japanese Buddhism. 

Hongaku emphasizes that all sentient beings are originally enlightened and have the Buddha 

nature (Tathâgata) inherently. Thus the Buddha who appears in sutras, shining light and endowed 

with great signs is merely provisional. The “real” Buddha is the ordinary world. This represents 

the culmination of Japanese Buddhist philosophy.38 This Hongaku thought influenced not only 

Japanese Buddhism but also broad ranges of Japanese medieval culture and aesthetics. Some 

Buddhist scholars have later criticized Hongaku thought as it has served to sacralize the given 

order and thus legitimize social inequalities.39 I will examine this criticism in a later chapter.  

 

Japanese Buddhism and the State as the “Mutual Dependence of the Dhamma     

Law and the King’s Law” in the Medieval Period 

 

In the Kenmitsu Taisei 顕密体制 of medieval Japan (9-13th century), there was both a 

distinction and an agreement between the secular law of the emperor and the government (王法

The King’s Law), and the Buddhist law (仏法 The Dhamma Law). It was called the Ō-butsu 

Meigō王仏冥合 meaning, “Mutual Dependence of the Dhamma Law and the King’s Law.” It 

                                                             
37 Kuroda Toshio invented this definition in his book, “Kenmitsu Taisei-Ron” Kuroda Toshio Zenshu Vol.2  (Tokyo: 
Japan: Hōzōkan, 1994) 
38 Jacqueline Stone, Original Enlightenment and the Transformation of Medieval Japanese Buddhism (Honolulu: 
University of Hawaii Press, 1999), pp. 17-24. 
39 Stone, Originsal Enlightenment, pp. 3-4, quoting of Japanese scholars such as Hakamaya Noriaki, Matsumoto 
Shiro’s so-called “Critical Buddhism” which criticizes Hongaku thought as legitimization of the emperor system and 
social inequality.  
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characterized medieval Buddhism and the State (the emperor). Both had their own lands and 

power and even separate armies. They were not supposed to interfere with one another but they 

did depend upon one another. After the emperor retired, he usually became a monk as a 

cloistered emperor who needed the salvation of Buddha. However, the established Buddhist 

elites gained power by suppressing peasants and ordinary people. Reformers did emerge, such as 

Dōgen道元 (1200-1253C.E.), Shinran 親鸞(1173-1263C.E.), and Nichiren 日蓮(1222-

1282C.E.) during 12th century, so-called Kamakura Buddhism鎌倉仏教. They suffered along 

with ordinary people and found a new spiritual way to bring salvation to the people: Dōgen for 

Sōtō Zen曹洞宗 Buddhism, Shinran for True Pure Land Buddhism浄土真宗, and Nichiren for 

Nichiren Buddhism日蓮宗. The established esoteric and exoteric Buddhist elites 

excommunicated them and asked the state to persecute these Buddhist reformers. The reformers, 

with the exception of Dōgen, were exiled to small islands but they came back to preach. Socially, 

Zen became popular among the samurai with Pure Land among peasants and Nichiren among 

both samurai and merchants. 

Dōgen prohibited his followers from engaging in politics through which his followers 

spread his teachings but made an exception for Lord HatanoYoshishige波多野義重 (?- 

1258C.E). Shinran prohibited his followers from worshiping any Shinto deity or earthly authority 

except Amida Buddha (jingi-fuhai 神祇不拝). Nichiren also insisted on the Lotus Sutra and the 

Buddha as ultimate authorities. Even the emperor had to follow them otherwise he would be 

punished by the Dhamma. Nichiren insisted that his followers not receive any gifts from non-

believers in the Lotus sutra (不受不施 fuju-fuse). For them, the emperor’s power and land grants 

were a mere means to establish the Pure Land or Buddha’s land. Kamakura reformers did go 

beyond the paradigm of the “Mutual Dependence of the Dhamma Law and the King’s Law.” 
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That was why both the state and the Buddhist establishments tried to suppress those Kamakura 

reformers.    

However, during the 15th century, the authority of the central Ashikaga shogun 

government lost authority, such that a long civil war began among local warlords.40 Warlords of 

the samurai fought one another to become the shogun appointed by the emperor. When the local 

political rulers died in battle, some regions became powerless vacuums. Therefore, Pure Land 

Buddhists and Nichiren Buddhist peasants (or merchants in cities) ruled their own politically 

autonomous territories. However the samurai warlords gained hegemony over the unification of 

Japan and often met fierce resistance from the Pure Land peasants and Nichiren Buddhists during 

the 16th century. Thus the warlords mercilessly suppressed these religious resistances and 

massacred everyone including women and children. The largest mass killing in Japanese history 

took place in this suppression of religious resistance.41  

This was the end of the medieval notion of the “Mutual Dependence of King’s Law and 

Dhamma Law.” Victorious warlords who desired to be the shogun demanded the total 

submission of Buddhists and other religious sectarians under the secular law of the shogunate. 

The shogun himself desired to be worshiped as one of the deities in the temples built for this.42 

Pre-modern absolutism arose.  

 

Christianity’s Challenge to the Buddhist-Shogunate Alliance 

 

                                                             
40 The Ashikaga Shogunate, which was established by AshikagaYoshimitsu in 1333 after Ashikaga’s defeat of the 
Kamakura shogunate, lost its authority in Kyoto since the local lords demanded political autonomy. Thus, the 
Ashikaga shogun in Kyoto became only a symbol. 
41 Yoshio Yasumaru, “Buddhism and Modernity,” Taikei Nihonjin to Bukkyo (Kyoto, Japan: Hozokan, 1990), p. 20. 
42 Oda Nobunaga, Toyotomi Hideyoshi and finally Tokugawa Ieyasu who became the shogun eventually built their 
own temples as one of deities to be worshiped by the subjects and the common people. 
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At this time, the first Christian missionary, a Jesuit, Francis Xavier (1506-1552 C.E) 

reached Japan in 1549 in Kyūshū. Jesuits were successful because they extensively studied 

Japanese culture and languages and used Japanese Buddhist terminologies to explain the 

Christian deity. The Jesuit military discipline and ascetic morality also attracted Japanese 

samurais. Furthermore, many warlords were troubled by Buddhist rebellions and Buddhist 

political power.  Thus they used Christianity as a competitor to Buddhism. Warlords were also 

interested in the firearms of Portugal and Spain, which were far more effective than traditional 

Japanese swords. They also desired to establish trade relationships with Europeans. This caused 

the number of Christians (in Japanese, Kirishitans) to rapidly increase; there were 150,000 

Kirishitans and 200 churches in 1589. Since their message of universal salvation without class 

division was appealing, not only low class peasants but also several Kyūshū warlords became 

Kirishitans. However, the new arrival of Franciscan missionaries created a rivalry with the 

Jesuits. The shogun witnessed Spain’s violent conquest of the Philippines supported by the 

Franciscans. The shogun became suspicious and expelled all missionaries in 1587. Due to the 

trade relationships, some Kirishitans and a few missionaries remained. By 1600, the number of 

Kirishitans rose to almost 300,000 of a total population of 25 million. Christianity seemed to be 

spreading rapidly.43 (Now, in 2010, Japanese Christians number about 1 million in 150 

million).44  

After the Tokugawa shogunate was established in 1603, on Kyushu Island, in Amakusa

天草, a mostly Kirishitan population of peasants who had been provoked by the heavy taxation 

imposed by the warlords, rose up against the local government in 1637. Amakusa Kirishitans 

were (for the most part) following the patterns of Pure Land peasant uprisings of earlier times. 

                                                             
43 Joseph Kitagawa, History of Japanese Religions (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), pp. 136-149. 
44 H. Byron Earhart, Japanese Religion (Belmont: Thomson Wadsworth, 2004), p. 210. 
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The Tokugawa shogunate’s first expedition was defeated, and a second army of 100,000 troops 

was sent. Eventually the expedition massacred over 40,000 Kirishitans including women and 

children. The Tokugawa shogun decided on a total ban of Christianity in 1640 due to the 

shogunate’s fear of Kirishitans’ strong faith and community solidarity as a potential threat to the 

Tokugawa social order.  

Hence under the Tokugawa shogunate, all Japanese had to belong to a local Buddhist 

district temple and cut off any trade with Europeans by1641, except for the Dutch. Foreign trade 

was also allowed with Koreans, Okinawans and Chinese. Kirishitans went underground until 

1873.  

 

Japanese Buddhism Under the Control of the Tokugawa Shogunate in 1600-1868 

 

As explained in the previous chapter, after the long civil war, the Tokugawa shogunate 徳

川将軍 eventually prevailed in 1602 C.E. During the Tokugawa period, Shinto was also co-

existent with Buddhism. Even in the emperor’s court, Buddhist and Shinto rituals were 

performed. The members of the imperial family still belonged to a Shingon Buddhist parish that 

had become a long tradition since the Heian period 900 C.E平安時代.  

Herman Ooms, explores the formation of Tokugawa ideology as official orthodoxy. 

Ooms challenges the typical notion that Neo-Confucianism became an official ideology 

sponsored by the Tokugawa shogunate when the great Confucian scholar, Hayashi Razan, 

became a special advisor to the ruler.45  

The first Tokugawa shogun, Ieyasu徳川家康 (1542-1616C.E.), followed his 

                                                             
45 Ooms uses Foucault and Bourdieu’s historiography to explain the interdependence of power and ideology for their 
respective legitimacy and control in his Confucian Culture and Tokugawa Era “Tokugawa Early Ideology.”  
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predecessors, Oda Nobunaga織田信長 (1534-82C.E.) and Toyotomi Hideyoshi豊臣秀吉(1537-

98C.E.). Tokugawa Ieyasu tried to justify his legitimacy and control of public affairs (Tenka 天下

or Kōgi公義) by shifting his image of a powerful military conqueror to that of a quasi-divine 

merciful Buddhist guardian, Shinto priest or Neo-Confucian sage.  

I agree with Ooms’ opposition to the theory that the Neo-Confucianism of Hayashi 

Razan林羅山 (1583-1657 C.E.) was totally supported by the shogunate as an official ideology. 

Rather, the early Tokugawa government remained open to many ideological options, such as 

Tenkai’s Buddhism 天海 (1536-1643C.E) and other Confucian schools. Hayashi Razan was one 

of many who strove to compete with other scholars and religious leaders to gain public 

recognition from the shogunate government. At any rate, Tokugawa’s skill in using ideology to 

create his image as a benevolent ruler was the product of collective deception. It must also be 

argued that Neo-Confucianism as a dominant ideology in the Tokugawa period contributed to the 

process of the modernization of Japan, as explained by Maruyama, and Hall, etc.46 One must pay 

a special attention to Suzuki Shōzan鈴木正三 (1579-1655C.E.), a Zen Buddhist monk, who 

worked with peasants to disseminate the ideas of the sacredness of their routine work in 

opposition to the hidden Christians, the rebellious Nenbutsu of True Pure Land Buddhists, and 

the Nichiren fuse fuju (uncompromising Nichiren Buddhists), which I will explain in a later 

section.  

Therefore, I agree with Ooms’ observation on the importance of the continued integration 

of Neo-Confucianism and Shinto. Especially the noted scholars like Hayashi林, Yamazaki山崎, 

                                                             
46 Maruyama, Masao Studies in the Intellectual History of Tokugawa Japan (New York: Oxford University 
Press,1965).  John Hall, “Changing Conception of the Modernization of Japan,” p. 7. Changing Japanese Attitude 
Toward Modernization, edited by Marius Jansen (New Jersey: Princeton University Press 1971)  
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and Asai浅井, were enthusiastic Neo-Confucian’s as well as Shinto scholars at the same time.47  

  Buddhist priests always participated in the Shinto rituals at shrines located next to 

Buddhist temples. Shinto priests were usually subordinated to Buddhist priests in the Tokugawa 

period; they sat below Buddhist priests in both Shinto and Buddhist local ceremonies. This 

subordination created some resentment among Shinto priests towards Buddhism. I will explain 

their situation in more detail in a later section in this chapter.  

It was a unique feature of Tokugawa Buddhism that every family was required by law to 

register with the local Buddhist temple within the district (寺請制度 terauke – temple certificate 

system). Each five family group was the smallest unit in a kind of espionage system imposed by 

the shogunate in order to eliminate forbidden faiths such as Christianity and rebellious hidden 

True Pure Land Buddhists, etc. This was unknown in the medieval period when people 

voluntarily supported each temple unrestricted by the district. Each family (ie家) had its own 

Buddhist altars with their ancestral memorial tablets. Periodically a local Buddhist priest from 

the district to which this family was registered visited this altar and offered prayers in each 

family.  

All births, deaths, and departures had to be reported to the district temple that was like a 

city hall office. These district temples were under the control of the denominational headquarters 

to which the shogunate appointed their heads. The district temples also enjoyed various 

privileges; because unless the district temple gave its stamp of approval, each family would have 

been suspected as Kirishitans and therefore liable for possible exile. There was a significant 

amount of corruption in that the district Buddhist priests received bribes to give their approval.48  

                                                             
47 Ooms Confucian Culture and Tokugawa Era, pp. 60-78. 
48 Fumio Tamamuro presented  “What is Kinsei  Early Modern Buddhism?” Tracing the Study of Japanese 
Buddhism, 9/26, 2009 at UC Berkeley. 
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Accordingly Tokugawa institutional Buddhists totally submitted to the authority of 

shogunate. The Tokugawa shogunate appointed the heads of each Buddhist institution such as 

True Pure Land, Nichren and Zen Buddhism. Each head appointed all local district temple priests 

in each denomination and totally controlled the local districts. This secured the shogunate’s 

intent to eliminate any possible religious rebellions by Kirishitans, True Pure Land, or Nichiren 

Buddhists. However, some True Pure Land Buddhists and Nichiren Buddhists did not want to 

give up the founder’s teachings of uncompromising faith, such as Shinran’s Jingi fuhai 神祇不拝 

(never worship Shinto deities other than Amida Buddha) and Nichiren’s fuzu-fuse 不受不施 

(never receive and give to the people who did not believe in the Lotus Sutra). They did not want 

to follow the direction of their heads appointed by the shogunate. They formed their own 

underground faith groups; True Pure Land Buddhists formed, the so-called, Hidden Nembutsu 

groups. Nichiren Buddhists formed fuzu-fuse underground groups. Like Kirishitans, both 

Buddhist groups were severely inspected and persecuted by the cooperation of the shogun 

government and the Buddhist headquarters through the district Buddhist temples.    

However, except Kirishitans, hidden Nembutsu, and Nichren’s  fuju-fuse, the Tokugawa 

shogunate did not tightly control the local folk religions; they were syncretistic among the 

elements of Buddhism, Shinto, Confucianism, and local folklore. In the local folklore, wandering 

private Buddhist priests of Shugendō, Hijiri, and Yugyō-sō conducted and initiated such faith 

healings and exorcisms etc. There was still a pattern of the dialectical conflict between Buddhism 

from above and from blow in the Tokugawa period.49  

 

Shinto Revival Against the Buddhist-Shogunate Alliance in the Tokugawa Era 

                                                             
49 Yoshio Yasumaru,  Minshu Shukyo in Tokugawa Period, Kindai Tennozo no Keisei, (Tokyo, Japan: Iwanami 
Shoten, 1992),  p. 20. 
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During the Tokugawa period, Shinto did not have any comprehensive doctrine and 

organization of its own, but only local community rites and rituals and pilgrimage shrines.  

Shinto was deeply integrated into the popular cultic spiritual syncretism with other faiths in local 

areas. Shinto priests were usually subordinated to the Buddhist priests in the Tokugawa period.50 

As I explained before, that might have created some long term resentment towards Buddhism 

among Shinto priests. They much later would favor Motoori Norinaga’s 本居宣長 (1730-

1801C.E.) kokugaku国学 (the National Learning School), an eighteenth century institution that 

emphasized the importance of Japanese identity through the Shinto classics and the emperor 

system. This approach was furthered by political theorists like Hirata Atsutane平田篤胤 (1776-

1843C.E), who revised Motoori’s theory in order to oppose the pro-Buddhist shogunate and 

restore the imperial power. 

 As we have seen, the Tokugawa shogunate used Buddhism as its source of legitimacy; it 

was useful for peace and order after the long civil war.51 However in the middle of 18th century, 

the shogunal feudal system became stagnant due to the prosperity of the urban money economy, 

many peasants uprisings, and the widespread corruption of politics by wealthy merchants.  

Most importantly, foreign ships appeared in Japan’s Sea. Due to a long seclusion policy, 

this was perceived as a threat by the entire nation. Young low ranking samurai especially were 

critical of the upper samurai’s abuse of the power and the inability of the shogun regime to deal 

with the foreign threat. Those low ranking samurai closely witnessed the suffering of the 

common people. They sought out alternative ideas and policies and eventually found the emperor 

as the root of Japanese original identity and authority through which Japan must be united to 

                                                             
50 Helen Hardacre, Shinto and State (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1991), pp. 3-18.   
51 Ooms, Neo Confucianism,   pp.10-30.  
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counter the foreign threat and reform society. They also favored the National Learning School 

(kokugaku). Young pro-emperor samurais intensified their effort to eliminate all foreign 

influences from Japan, including Buddhism of India along with Western imperialism and 

Christianity. Low rank samurai with Shinto priests and radical Confucian scholars gradually 

expanded the influence of National Learning School. The confluence among the Shinto priests, 

National Learning School scholars, radical Confucian scholars, and intelligent patriotic young 

samurai, created the ideological foundation for anti-Buddhist and anti-shogunate policies in the 

late Tokugawa era of 18-19th century. 

All of this led finally to the restoration of the imperial throne, the Meiji Restoration of 

1868. After the Meiji Restoration, resentful, radical Shinto priests purged Buddhist temples to 

separate Shinto from the Shinto Buddhist synthesis. 

 

The Origins of Anti-Buddhist, Anti-Shogunate Policies and the Emperor ideology 

(Kokutai国体) in the Tokugawa Period 

 

Here I will explain in more detail the origin of anti-Buddhist, anti-shogunate ideology as 

well as the emperor ideology that later became Kokutai 国体 ideology in the Tokugawa period.  

In the early Tokugawa period from 1660-1700, Tokugawa Mitsukuni 徳川光圀(1628-

1700C.E.) in Mito-han水戸藩 and Ikeda Mitsumasa 池田光政(1609-82 C.E.) in Okayama-han 

岡山藩 ordered the separation of Shinto and Buddhism and especially focused on the policy of 

anti-Buddhism. In the late Tokugawa period, especially Tokugawa Nariakira’s 徳川斉彬 anti-

Buddhist and pro-Shinto policy became important because Nariakira’s policy became the blue 

print of the Meiji government which promoted the separation of Shinto and Buddhism at the 
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national level after the Meiji Restoration.52  

There were four sources of anti-Buddhist policy in the Tokugawa period in detail: first, 

the rationalism of the brain trust of Shogunate’s Neo-Confucian scholars such as Hayashi Razan 

林羅山(1583-1657C.E.) and Fujiwara Seika 藤原惺窩(1561-1619C.E.)and Kumazawa Banzan

熊沢蕃山(1619-91 C.E.); second, the National Learning School (kokugaku) of Motoori Norinaga 

and Hirata Atsutane’s favor of Japanese classics of Shinto and the emperor; third, late Tokugawa 

samurai anti-foreign policy and pro-emperor (sonnō-jōi尊皇攘夷) leaders and scholars, 

especially the Mito scholars, such as Fujita Tōko藤田東湖(1806-55 C.E.), Aizawa Seishisai会

澤正志斎(1782-1863C.E.), Tokugawa Nariakira; finally, the folk religions of popular Ise Shrine, 

which became a grassroots movement, such as the Eija-naika, an anti-establishment movement 

that the Meiji oligarchs eventually manipulated to become an anti-shogunate and anti-Buddhist 

movement.53 Anti-Buddhist policy by the local domains already existed in Mito-han and 

Okayama-han in the sixteenth century. In Mito-han, Tokugawa Mitsukuni’s anti-Buddhist policy 

incorporated his Neo-Confucian rationalism and pro-Shinto nationalist policy. Some Buddhist 

temples, which were destroyed by Mito-han, were Shingon-Buddhist temples (Esoteric 

Buddhism). 80% of them were destroyed. It is a surprising fact that Mito in the Kanto area was 

the place Shinran visited. Most of the True Pure Land Buddhist temples were built after 1550, 

long after Shinran’s death. It implies that the development of Buddhist sects was not an 

immediate effect of the founder’s death but evolved in a long process of his disciples’ innovative 

efforts from generation to generation. Thus there was a diversion or distortion, so that “return to 

                                                             
52 Tamamuro Fumio explains the origin and the process of an anti-Buddhist policy from the early Tokugawa period 
through the late Tokugawa period in his Shinbutsu Bunri (Tokyo: Kyoikushuppansha, 1977), pp. 12-5. 
53  Ibid., pp. 15-19. 
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the founder” had to be proclaimed from time to time.54 The reasons for the destruction of temples 

were that, first of all, Buddhist priests were not interested in the spiritual nourishment of the 

people, but led unproductive lives by re-building luxurious temples based on a heavy tax of 

farmers. But Mitsukuni’s anti-Buddhist policy in the seventeenth century was not concerned with 

total destruction of all temples but only unproductive small and new temples. He protected the 

old and large temples to which small temples must submit and eventually reinforced the 

Tokugawa shogunate’s basic policy of terauke system (temple certificate system).55 

In the 19th century, Mito-han’s anti-Buddhist policy by Tokugawa Nariakira was carried 

out thoroughly, based on the unique ideological backbone of kokugaku (national learning) and 

Sonnō-jōi philosophy (revere the emperor and exclude foreign barbarians).56 Envisioning the 

future “illuminated rule” of the emperor, they saw the connection between shogunal authority 

and Buddhism as the representative of the dark, old-fashioned, irrational, and corrupted regime. 

Hirata Atsutane in the National Learning School viewed Buddhism, for example, as 1) useless, 

not working, lazy Buddhist priests (not economical); 2) superstitious and magical, believing in 

myth (irrational); 3) drunk, womanizing, gambling (immoral); 4) foreign, not fitting enough the 

Japanese national character (anti-nation).57 These were the theoretical justifications for the idea 

that Buddhism must be purged in order to rapidly create a strong national unity centered on the 

emperor in the context of an urgent foreign threat and debilitating internal divisions. 

In Mito-han, first of all, all non-resident temples were closed and a one-village one-

temple policy was enforced and many Buddhist priests were forced to become farmers or Shinto 

priests after giving up their Buddhist priest status. Second, there was a famous policy of Mito 

                                                             
54  Ibid., pp. 30-35. 
55 See chapter 1, pp. 7-8. 
56 Tamamuro,  Shinbutsu,  pp. 78-80. 
57 Katelaar, Of Heretics,  p. 30. 
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that all temple bells were confiscated without exception and forged into cannon for the protection 

of Japan from foreign barbarians. Some old temples of Pure Land and Tendai Buddhism 

complained about this to their headquarter temples which were connected with the Tokugawa 

shogunate. The shogunate eventually ordered Nariakira to be confined in his house kinshin謹慎 

and the anti-Buddhism policy in Mito was unfulfilled. However, his policy was later copied by 

the new Meiji government for the separation of Shinto and Buddhism at the national level.58 

 
 
 
 
  

                                                             
58 Tamamuro, Shinbutsu,   pp. 90-105.  
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CHAPTER 2 

A MODERN-NATION STATE, NATIONALISM AND KOKUTAI IDEOLOGY IN THE 

MEIJI ERA 

 

 In this chapter, I will focus on how and why the Meiji Restoration created a modern-

nation-state. I will also cover its national ideology kokutai 国体, including State Shinto in terms 

of a complex relationship between modernity and nationalism in Japan after 1868. This was a 

critically important event to which modern Japanese Buddhism responded and adjusted itself. I 

will explore this issue by examining the particular ideas of kokutai of later critical thinkers and 

historians, such as Maruyama Masao, Irokawa Daikichi, Yasumaru Yoshio, James C. Scott, 

Benedict Anderson, Takashi Fujitani, and Helen Hardacre.  

Before the Meiji Era, Japan was divided among many local feudal lords centered on the 

Tokugawa shogunate from 1603 to 1868. Even though the Tokugawa shogun had central power, 

the local autonomy of the feudal lords was respected. The society had four main social classes:  

samurais, farmers, artisans and merchants, and their social positions were determined by birth. It 

was difficult to construct a unified sense of national identity as a “national imagined community” 

as Benedict Anderson points out.59 

However, the localized or the class bound consciousness was forcefully broken down by 

the threat of Western Imperialism in the early nineteenth century with the conquest of India and 

the Chinese defeat in The Opium War at the hands of the British in 1843. Then, Japanese leaders, 

who had emulated Chinese civilization for a long period, desperately sought a national unified 

identity in order to defend Japan. Japan had to face pressure from European empires demanding 
                                                             
59 Benedict Anderson,  Imagined Communities (New York: Verso, 2006),  pp. 5-7. 
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that Japan be open to the diplomatic relationships with them. This encounter with a new “Other” 

compelled Japan to construct a new “Self” as a national identity.  

 Furthermore, during the late eighteenth century, Kokugaku 国学(the School of National 

Learning)founded by Motoori Norinaga 本居宣長 (1730-1801), emphasized the Japanese 

classics, such as Kojiki 古事記 and Nihonshoki日本書紀 as the source of the Japanese identity. 

It existed before foreign religions came to spoil Japan, such as Confucianism from China and 

Buddhism from India. The National Learning School advocated the learning of the Japanese 

classics as the best way for the Japanese people to “imagine” their root identity of “Japanese-

ness.”  

As Anderson points out that printing material in the vernacular language became a 

foundation in Europe for the “imagined national community,” so the National Learning School 

became an engine for the nationalist movement in Japan.60 It eventually became the driving force 

to restore the Imperial Throne and defeated the Tokugawa shogunate in the Meiji Restoration in 

1868.  

In the early decades of the nineteenth century, the content of the nationalist ethos as it 

existed in elite samurai circles of writers such as Aizawa Seishisai 会沢正志斉(1782-1863)-and 

Fujita Tōko 藤田東湖(1806-1855) was to attempt to spread the cult of the emperor in 

cooperation with the shogunate. 61 At the same time, they were fearful of the common people’s 

irrational superstition through which the Western powers might urge rebellion against the feudal 

lords in the name of Christianity and democracy. The attitude of upper class samurais like 

Yoshida Shōin 吉田松陰(1830-1859) shifted from a pro-class mentality to a non-class nationalist 
                                                             
60 Ibid., pp. 22-31.  
61 Aizawa Seishisai and Fujita Tōko were both scholars and advisors of Mito-han Lord, Tokugawa Nariakira who I 
mentioned in the previous chapter as the anti-Buddhism and pro-Shinto National Learning politician. Against 
Western power’s threat, they sought the Imperial Restoration in cooperation with the Tokugawa Shogunate. 
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mentality, as well as from reform of the shogunate government to the abolition of the shogunate 

government. Yoshida Shōin felt the desperate situation of foreign affairs and the impotence of the 

shogunate in terms of the defense of Japan. However, Yoshida Shōin came to rely only on Shishi

志士 (royalist samurais) but did not elaborate his political thought regarding establishment of a 

system in which the common people might participate.62 

The kinnō勤皇 (royalist pro-emperor-samurai) conceived of modernity only in terms of 

advanced military technologies and centralized government bureaucracies. Thus, Japanese 

nationalism did not emerge with popular movements of liberation or cries for democracy in sharp 

contrast to the nationalism of other Asian nations - for example, Indian nationalism against 

British imperialism and Chinese nationalism against European and Japanese imperialism). 

Furthermore, unlike the West, Japanese nationalism did not develop through middle-class 

citizens who took part in national decision-making. Separated from the people’s consciousness, 

Japanese elitists invented Japanese nationalism around the cult of the emperor and the traditional 

Shinto codes.63 Developing from a need to invent a new ideology and national identity, the 

emperor’s (tennō天皇) authority became the most effective tool for the Meiji leaders.  

 

The Origin of Modern Kokutai Ideology 

 

The Japanese started World War II in the name of the emperor and the kokutai国体 (the 

national body) ideology. They ended the war in the name of the emperor and the kokutai 

ideology. As Ienaga Saburo points out, even with the scale of human suffering caused by the war, 

                                                             
62 Masao Maruyama,  Studies in Intellectural History of Tokugawa Japan (New York, Oxford University Press, 
1965), pp. 330-341.  
63 Maruyama,  ‘Nationalism in Japan’ Thought and  Behavior of Modern Japanese Politics (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1965), pp. 139-40.  
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the main reason for the Japanese government accepting the Potsdam Declaration was not to end 

the people’s suffering. The concern was rather the continuation of the tennō (emperor) and the 

kokutai system due to their fear of the possibility of a radical communist revolution within 

Japan.64 

What is the origin of kokutai ideology and the emperor cult that bound the Japanese 

government and people so significantly? Najita and Harootunian translate kokutai as “National 

Political Essence.”65 The concept captures in a single verbal compound the entire range of 

ideological virtues that defined what it meant to be Japanese, as opposed to the “outsider.” 

Kokutai is a vague, yet provocative concept which includes certain specific aesthetic and 

communitarian values. However, it is a fabricated mythology of the mystical union of spirit and 

body in the imaginary past and future of Japan.66Thus, the kokutai ideology is unique to the 

Japanese system of politics and spirituality based on a special relationship between the emperor 

and the people as one family-state. Furthermore, this raises a further question: how and why the 

definition of kokutai in the Meiji transformed itself up to later World War I and World War II 

periods. 

Before the Meiji Restoration in 1868, outside elite circles of royalist samurais or the 

residents of the imperial city of Kyoto, the Japanese emperor was unknown to the common 

people; he was not so much a real human ruler as a mythological figure called Ōkimi 大王(Great 

King) in the eighth century and later mare-bito 稀人(the unknown one) or Mikado 御門

( Heavenly Gate) or Gyoku玉(Jewel) or Ten-shi-sama 天子様 (Heavenly Son).67 The Japanese 

                                                             
64 Saburo Ienaga, The Pacific War1931-1945 (New York:  Pantheon Books, 1975), p. 170. 
65 Najita and Harootunian, Japanese Revolt against the West (London: Cambridge University Press.)  History of 
Japan vol.6,  p. 710. 
66 Ibid., p. 714. 
67 Yoshio Yasumaru  kindai tenno-zo no keisei  (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten,1992),  p. 13. 
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emperor, since ancient times, had been imagined as a magical or high priestly figure, securing a 

good harvest of rice by offering rituals to gods and spirits during the medieval and the pre-

modern period.68  

However, in the eighteenth century Motoori Norinaga’s Kokugaku (the School of 

“National Learning”) further defined the absolute value of the emperor due to his direct descent 

from the Shinto deity, the Sun Goddess Amaterasu. Before Motoori, though there was an 

implication of the direct lineage of the emperor from the Sun Goddess; the value of the emperor 

was relative, rather than absolute. The emperor may lose his power depending on his 

“virtue”according to the Confucian notion of T’ien Ming 天命(Mandate of Heaven).69During the 

Tokugawa shogunate (1602-1868), the shogunate government totally took political authority 

away from the emperor who became only a ceremonial or symbolic figure, though this process 

began in the Kamakura shogunate period (1185-1333). The Tokugawa shogunate more restricted 

any political activities on the part of the emperor and the court officials in Kyoto. This did not 

change even when the emperor Kōkaku 光格天皇 (1771-1840), for the first time, called himself, 

tennō 天皇 (heavenly royal or heavenly imperial majesty) in1841.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

After the defeat of the shogunate government in1868, the Meiji government leaders 

invented the kokutai ideology centered on the Meiji emperor, Mutsuhito who was just sixteen 

years old as tennō in order to create a modern nation-state. The name of Tennō-heika 天皇陛下 

was firmly established in the late Meiji by the government.70 

Maruyama Masao, influenced by Weber, identified Japanese ultra-nationalism as an 

extension of the kokutai ideology. They see it as a symbol of the ideological superstructure of the 

                                                             
68 Takashi Fujitani Splendid Monarch    (Berkley: The University of California Press, 1998),  p.9. 
69 Yasumaru  Kindai,  p. 13. 
70  Ibid., p. 14.  
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Japanese political system that reflects a ‘pre-modernity’ of the socio-economical context of 

Japan, a notion that will be further explored below.  

 

Kokutai as a Reflection of the Pre-Modernity of Japanese Villages 

 

Maruyama Masao 丸山真男(1914-1996) sees kokutai, as it started in 1868 and continued 

into the ultra-nationalism of 1930-45 within a larger historical context of continuous 

undercurrents in the Japanese psyche.71 The essence of Japanese kokutai ideology in prewar 

Japan was external, having been driven by the need for conformity to the authority of the 

emperor without connection to the internal consciousness or conscience of individuals. In the 

West, before the age of absolutism, the universal ecclesiastical authority of the Christian Church 

served as foundation of inner individual ethics and consciousness. Thus, in the West, since states 

were involved in cruel religious wars, the modern governments were compelled to find a new 

and neutral basis for their rule. In the external function of preserving public order, John Locke 

defined the function of modern government primarily as the protection of natural rights.72  

In contrast, Japan’s sovereign or emperor is defined as the source of internal values as 

well as the external administration. In this respect, it is recognized that the Japanese state, which 

values spiritual aspects, monopolized the right to determine internal values. One can see an 

                                                             
71 Maruyama Masao, a professor of Japanese intellectual history at Tokyo University, the most notable pioneer 
scholar on kokutai and emperor ideology. In his Theory and Psychology of Ultra-Nationalism, Maruyama also takes 
an essentially psychological approach to the whole phenomenon of Japanese ultra-nationalism as originating from 
the emperor (tennō) system. Maruyama’s article was widely circulated due to the desperate inner situation of 
Japanese intellectuals who struggled to prevent Japan from rising into ultra-nationalism in the future. Moreover, 
most critics of the kokutai ideology of the emperor system of ultra-nationalism and fascism were Marxist scholars 
(kōza-ha 講座派), focusing on the analysis of the lower structure of Japanese capitalism and exposure of its 
corrupted politics. Maruyama’s approach to expose the underlying mental and psychological structure of ultra-
nationalism and its leaders by employing Weber, the Frankfurt School and especially Karl Manheim’s “Form of 
Thought” was therefore considered innovative.  
72 John Locke, The Second Treatises of Government, (New York: Hackett Publishing Company, 1999). p. 40.  Locke 
eventually states that the modern government’s priority is to protect the private property.  
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example of this in the Meiji modern nation-state summoned by the First Imperial Parliaments in 

1889 and, at that same time, proclaimed the “Imperial Prescript on Education.” This was an 

ethical code based on loyalty and filial piety to the emperor and the state in1890.  

Thus, the final decision about the content of Japanese art, scholarship and so forth, the 

definition of what was actually good for the country, was handed down by officials whose duty 

was to give loyal service to his majesty the emperor. According to that logic; “private affairs” 

cannot be morally justified within themselves but must always be identified with the state. This 

has an opposite implication: private interests endlessly penetrate into national concerns.73Thus, 

the real focus of Japanese morality was not in the conscience of the individual, but in the affairs 

of the nation. We have witnessed many cases in Japan when later those in power were set adrift 

and reverted to being lone individuals. No longer able to depend on superior authority they 

showed how weak and pitiful they could really be.74 

The identification of morality with power and the constant stress on proximity to the 

emperor had an important effect on all human relationships. The consciousness of being under 

the direct control of the emperor led those in power to conclude that they were superior within 

the hierarchy, and had the right to interfere in every single aspect of national life. This involved a 

constant impulse to unite oneself with the emperor. The result of this kind of sectionalism was of 

a far more active and aggressive type than that associated with feudalism.75  

Moreover, the application of complex rules in that society became increasingly lenient as 

one went up in the hierarchy and increasingly severe as one went down. The officials concerned 

with formulating and enforcing the law were often told not to let themselves be preoccupied by 

                                                             
73 Maruyama Masao “Theory and Psychology of Ultra-Nationalism” Thought and Behavior of Modern Japanese 
Politics  (New York: Oxford University Press, 1965),  p. 7. 
74 Ibid., p. 12. 
75 Ibid., p. 15. 
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“minor details” in the rules and relegations. The law was simply a concrete weapon of control 

operating in the hierarchy of authority. Society was so organized that a superior authority was 

constantly regulating each component group, while it was imposing its own authority on a group 

below.76 

Thus, Maruyama’s well known definition, the “transfer of oppression” occurs in every 

sector of human relationships. By exercising arbitrary power on those who are below, people 

manage to transfer in a downward direction the sense of oppression that comes from above, thus, 

preserving the balance of the whole.77As a result, every individual is in one capacity the victim 

of coercion, while in another capacity he inflicts coercion on his fellowmen. He both suffers and 

perpetrates oppression—in one direction he yields, in another he boasts.78 

Moreover, the psychology of “transfer of oppression” developed not only in domestic 

affairs but also at the international scale; just as Japan was subject to the overwhelming Western 

imperial powers, so she would apply pressure to still weaker countries such as Korea and Taiwan 

as a small-scale of imitation of Western imperialism.79 

Furthermore, in the case of this psychology of “transfer of oppression,” I could apply this 

notion to many atrocities committed by Japanese forces against Chinese and Korean civilians 

and American and British POW’s: those Japanese soldiers were the rank-and-file soldiers and 

were ordinary civilians and had no objects to which they could transfer oppression at home. 

Abroad, however, they found themselves as members of the emperor’s forces, linked to the 

ultimate value so that they enjoyed a new position of infinite superiority. Thus they were driven 

by an explosive impulse to free themselves from the pressure that had been handed over them 

                                                             
76 Ibid., p.16. 
77 Ibid., p.18. 
78 Ukichi Fukuzawa, “Outline Theory of Civilization” Vol.V 
79 Maruyama,  Thought  p. 18. 
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and forced brutality upon Chinese and Koreans etc.80 

I think that a particularly sad example of the “transfer of oppression” was the case of the 

Ianfu慰安婦 (Comfort Women), mainly Koreans but including some Chinese women. The lower 

rank of Japanese soldiers still thought of themselves as representatives of the Imperial authority 

and enjoyed this superiority by their brutal treatment, not of Japanese women but of colonial 

Korean virgin women as sexual slaves and the objects of their “transfer of oppression.” This was 

the saddest testimony to the psyche of the Japanese kokutai system in the “transfer of 

oppression.”  

How about the emperor himself? Is he the only man free to invent any regulation by 

himself, just as a Western absolute monarch would do? The answer is no. The Japanese emperor 

himself is the most burdened by this ancestral, unbroken tradition, with his Imperial Ancestors 

formed into a single unit as the ultimate embodiment of internal values.  

Therefore, in this unique system, there is no one who takes the responsibility as “decision 

maker” to start the War. A country slides into war, pushed into the vortex by men who were 

driven by “some force” that they did not really understand.81 Thus, Maruyama calls it, “the 

system of unlimited irresponsibility” for the authorities. But for ordinary people, it is the “system 

of unlimited responsibility.”82 

As I stated in the beginning, Maruyama argues, according to a modern critical analysis, 

that the roots of the war crimes of the Japanese leaders and common folk involved in ultra-

nationalism were driven by an extreme evolutionary form of kokutai ideology which represents 

the ‘pre-modernity’ of the Japanese emperor ideology and system. 

However, unlike Maruyama, Irokawa,Yasumaru as well as Fujitani have a different 
                                                             
80 Ibid., p. 19 . 
81 Ibid., p. 16. 
82 Ibid., p. 17. 
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approach: the kokutai ideology centering on tennō-sei天皇制 (the emperor system) was a very 

modern “invention” by the modern nation-state in response to the eighteenth and nineteenth 

century’s rise of European modern nationalism and its invention of national traditions as 

Hobsbawm indicates in The Invention of Tradition.83 Thus, I think that there was a clear 

alternation from the kokutai ideology as invented by the Meiji oligarchs in 1868-1890 to kokutai 

in the ultra-nationalism in the period, 1930-45. 

 

The Meiji Oligarchs’ Machiavellian Invention of Tennō and Kokutai Ideology 

 

I must point out Yasumaru Yoshio’s view of kokutai, unlike Maruyama’s, that the tennō 

and kokutai ideology was a clear Machiavellian invention of Meiji leaders against the authority 

of the Tokugawa shogunate. The Tokugawa shogunate used Neo-Confucianism and Buddhism to 

cover up their Machiavellian strategy for power in order to be perceived as the image of 

“benevolent ruler” or “merciful rule” as mentioned in the previous chapter.84  

Right before the Restoration in 1868, Chōshū-han 長州藩 and Satsuma-han 薩摩藩(han 

藩, local feudal domain) and noble aristocrats who were anti-Tokugawa shogunate had to invent 

their anti-shogunate authority against those domains who sought kōbu-gattai公武合体(gradual 

union and cooperation between the imperial authority and the Tokugawa shogunate) to unite 

Japan against the Western threats.85 It was a decisive moment when Chōshū and Satsuma leaders 

and other moderate domains such as Tosa 土佐 and Echigo 越後 discussed whether or not the 

Tokugawa shogunate must be invited to the future new government council on December 9 in 

                                                             
83 Eric Hobsbawm, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983) 
84 Yasumaru, Kindai Tenno zo no keisei  pp. 45-51. 
85 Ibid., pp. 141-3, 150-153, 162 
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1867. At the meeting, the leader of Tosa-han,Yamanouchi Yōdō山之内容堂 (1827-72), was 

angry about the fact that Chōshū and Satsuma and anti-Tokugawa Kyoto aristocrats used the 

sixteen years old emperor Mutsuhito who did not have his own political opinions and  

manipulated him for their anti-Tokugawa policy as if it was the emperor’s will.86  

Against the Tosa leader,Yamanouchi’s accusation, Iwakura Tomomi岩倉具視 (1825-83), 

one of the powerful anti-Tokugawa aristocrats in Kyoto, strongly scolded Yamanouchi, “The 

emperor has the divine wisdom and will power endowed by the eternal lineage! How dare you 

disrespect the emperor!” At this moment the moderate domains had to keep silent. Thus, the 

outcome of the meeting decided on the exclusion of the Tokugawa shogunate from the new Meiji 

government. It was obvious that the sixteen year old Meiji emperor Mutsuhito did not have his 

own political will and was manipulated by Satsuma, Chōshū, and anti-Tokugawa Kyoto 

aristocrats. Their Machiavellian will to power utilized the emperor as an absolute authority to 

give legitimacy to a new Meiji government in replacement of the Tokugawa shogunate. This 

Machiavellian will of Meiji oligarchs was behind the Meiji Restoration. This dark side had to be 

concealed by the new ideology of kokutai, the divine authority of the emperor.87 

In the pre-Meiji period, under the Neo-Confucian philosophy and the institutional 

Buddhist system, all people had to register their religious membership with their district 

Buddhist temple in order to give legitimacy to the Tokugawa shogunate system (bakuhan幕藩体

制).  

Furthermore, Yasumaru pays special attention to the popular moralities such as hard-

work, patience, honesty, and harmony by which the people established their own autonomy and 
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self-discipline.88 Based on the philosophy of the “original mind” of Sekimon-Shingaku石門心

学, the popular religions and the agrarian reformers’ thoughts, the people resisted the ruling 

ideology in the eighteenth century up to the late nineteenth century of Japan.89 Yasumaru, like 

Irokawa, agrees that the people did not sell their soul to kokutai and tennō ideology but resisted 

it.90 

Yasumaru, however, is aware of the fact that those popular moralities were often 

manipulated by the ruling class’s Neo-Confucian-colored kokutai ideology. I think it is a 

significant view that enables us to understand the important aspects of kokutai ideology: its 

national moral doctrines confined the people’s conscious mind to an idealistic “self-blaming 

system.” In that “self-blaming system,” all poverty and economic failure are laid to the moral 

failure of each individual, or the karmic retribution without the critical analysis of social-political 

structure of the oppression.91 

 

Kokutai as the “Visibility of Rituals and Pageants under the Gaze of the Emperor” 

by the Invention of Modernity 

 

Contrasting with Maruyama’s view of kokutai as well as Marxist as the reflection of “pre-

modernity of Japanese village system,” Takashi Fujitani’s view of kokutai is that it is one of the 

                                                             
88 Yoshio Yasumaru’s Nihon no Kindai-ka to Mishu-shiso (Japan’s modernization and the people’s thought) explains 
this point. This book explains the basic historiography of Yasumaru: Yasumaru sees the subjects of history from the 
people’s own power of transformation of the individual and communities under the ruling ideology. 
89 Sekimon Shingaku 石門心学 was founded by Ishida Baigan 石田梅岩 in the 17th century in Japan to establish a 
spiritual significance of work ethics by synthesizing of Neo-Confucianism, Shinto and Zen, in terms of self-
cultivation through the work. It became popular among merchants and common people in Osaka and Kyoto. Janine 
Sawada’s Confucian Values and Popular Zen (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press1993) is an excellent research 
on the subject.  
90 Yasumaru Nihon, p. 56. 
91 Ibid., p. 80. 
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modern state’s inventions of tradition, supporting the development of nationalism in the 19-20th 

centuries.92 This modernity of invention of traditions focused on the visibility and power of 

rituals in the pageantry of the Japanese emperor’s system.  

This view is different from Carol Gluck’s emphasis on the power of ideology in the 

formation of the Meiji imperial system.93 This view is also different from the essentialist 

approach of “timeless unique Japaneseness of kingship” as the root of the Japanese imperial 

system as represented by Nihonjin-ron 日本人論.94 Nihonjin-ron has the danger of a 

mystification of the imperial system, as well as the danger of the seeming uniformity and 

homogeneity of Japanese culture and its continuity centered on the emperor, affected by a 

geographical cultural isolation.95   

This view of kokutai as a modern invention by modernity insists that the Japanese Meiji 

emperor system was a recent product of Japan’s effort at modernization.96 It was a strategically 

motivated cultural policy pursued by Japan’s modern ruling elites. In other words, this view 

overlaps with the notion of monarchy as the process of modernization exemplified by a modern 

liberal John Hall’s view on Japan’s modernization. However, it totally disagrees with a modern 

liberalist John Hall’s view of modernization as a positive progression, which eventually 

uncritically defends the modern state’s disciplines of the power operation.97 

Though accepting the modern state’s invention of the imperial tradition of Meiji, I ask 

how and why those Meiji oligarchs who created a new religion of the emperor and pageants with 

                                                             
92 Fujitani Splendid Monarch,  p. 9. 
93 Carol Gluck, Japan’s Modern Myths is the classic of the analysis of modern Japan’s ideological construction of 
myth about kokutai in the late Meiji period (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1985) 
94 Nihonjinron日本人論 was popular around 1980, due to the development of Japanese economy, many 
intellectuals, such as Umehara Kakeshi, Umesawa Tadao etc., came to view that the essence of timeless 
Japaneseness is unique in creating a unique culture and economical system which no other culture could duplicate.  
95 Fujitani Splendid Monarchy p. 4.  
96 Ibid., p. 17. 
97 Ibid., p. 27. 
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the utilitarian purpose for the power of domination, quickly became believers of the ideology 

they created as if it were totally natural. This question can be answered by Benedict Anderson’s 

“memory and forgetfulness” and Bourdieu’s notion of “genesis amnesia” to explore the process 

of legitimating the imperial system.98 In other words, the Meiji regime invented forgetfulness – 

the forgetfulness about the real origin of its newly invented symbols and rituals. They would 

come to think of them as natural, as well as forgetful about all those other experiences that did 

not fit into the hegemonic project of the Japanese nation’s modernity. This created a mechanism 

of forgetfulness for the masses as a unified and totalizing culture destroying folk beliefs, as well 

as the people’s cultic synthesis. It distinguished minorities like Ainuアイヌ, Brakumin部落民 

and Koreans in the name of civilization and enlightenment.99 

This view of kokutai as a modern invention also connects Benedict Anderson’s “imagined 

community” to the Meiji regime’s invention of pageantry and holidays as “shared memory” to a 

national community. By attending local and Tokyo pageants, though different in space and time 

as “homogeneous empty time,” the people imagined themselves to be sharing simultaneity in 

time and may make-believe in belonging to a shared national community centered on the 

emperor’s gaze. The development of newspapers and radio accelerated this process.100  

This view of kokutai as an invention by modernity is supported by Foucault’s notion of 

“visibility and un-verifiability” of power in his “Panopticon” as Foucault’s key method.101 

Foucault’s view of the “Panopticon” exposes the ritual and pageantry of the Meiji emperor 

through which all people became an object under the emperor’s gaze which resulted in their 

                                                             
98 Ibid.,   p. 3.  
99 Ainu were the indigenous people having moved from Siberia, living in a half of northern Honshu (the main land of 
Japan) and Hokkaido. But they were pushed to Hokkaido by the Yamato race (the racial establishment of Japan). 
Burakumin were the people who did not belong to the four class system (samurai, farmer, artisans and merchants) or 
were below them. They can be compared to the Hindu’s notion of ‘untouchables.’ 
100 Fujitani Splendid,  p. 3. 
101 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punishment chapter 3 ‘Panopticism’ (New York: Vintage, 1979), pp. 195-228. 
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being internally controlled. Though the people of the pre-Meiji era did not have a clear idea of 

the existence of the emperor, the modern Meiji state invented thirteen national holidays out of 

fifteen holidays celebrating the emperor’s birthday, weddings commemorations of the former 

emperors and so forth. They invented, revived, and manipulated “national rituals” with 

unprecedented vigor. They hoped to bring this territory which had been a patchwork of divided 

regions, under one ruler, one legitimating sacred order, and one dominant memory as 

exemplified by the rituals of the Meiji Constitution promulgated in 1889.  

There were two additional reasons for the Meiji state to create such national pageants. 

First, their target audiences also included international diplomats as rivalry developed in 

ceremonial competition in the 19th century.102 The Meiji elites hoped to carve out a privileged 

position in the world order equal to that of the Western powers through the performance of 

massive pageants which they borrowed from Western forms of rituals.103 Second, they desired to 

exhibit the power and superiority of Japan’s imperial sovereignty. They did this in order to 

impress the Koreans and Chinese for the sake of colonial domination as the great empire’s 

cultural imperial project for internal subjugation of the Koreans, Taiwanese, Manchurians and 

Chinese.104 

The power of the national ritual and pageants was effective in legitimating the authority 

of the Meiji state. However, the purpose of the national rituals and pageants was later 

transformed in legitimating the “overcoming of modernity” as ultra-nationalism in Japan as well 

as Korea, Taiwan and Manchuria of Japanese colonies in order to mobilize the people for the war 

effort against the West during 1930-45. I will discuss its details in a later chapter since the 
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transformation of the meaning of the national rituals and pageants directly relates to the change 

of the definition of kokutai from the Meiji era 1868-1912 to the Showa era 1930-1945.  

 

Kokutai as a Modern Utopian Project 

 

Beyond Fujitani’s definition of kokutai as the visibility of national rituals and pageants 

invented by modernity, I would like to discuss and apply the James C. Scott’s post-modernist 

approach to Japan’s kokutai project as the failure of high modernist projects in realization of an 

utopian ideology in his Seeing Like a State. Scott exemplifies the failures of the modernist 

utopian national projects in Lenin’s collectivization of farms, Tanzania’s collective villages, the 

un-sustainability of single crop commercial forestry and Brasilia’s ultra modern city planning. 

Scott points out why the high modernist projects have failed.105 

First of all, the high modernist’s attempts at simplification and standardization are totally 

opposed to the diversity and the complexity of the processes of nature, as well as the diversity of 

human communities. Its critical assumption comes from Darwin’s notion of evolution of nature: 

for example, in the un-sustainability of mono crop commercial forestry in comparison to the 

sustainability of old diversified natural forest.106  

Second, the modern-nation-state uses legibility as the method to control people from the 

center to the periphery. The modern state has invented the official languages, the simple 

permanent last names, and the single measurement of standardization thereby effectively 

imposing taxation, universal conscription, and compulsory education.107 

Third, the high modernist leaders of the state are overconfident in their abilities and 
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ideology without realizing their limitations and mortality. They have an elitist mentality and little 

confidence in the local people’s skills, intelligence and abilities. They see the people as mere 

objects that are uniformed as one unit without particular faces, characters and historical 

backgrounds. This is not an oversight, but necessary to carry out their promise on a large scale of 

the high modernist utopian projects.108  

Fourth, the high modernists are uncritical of the level of their scientific knowledge, 

assumption of episteme of universal knowledge and the actual progressiveness of their ideology.  

Finally, it would be the most dangerous case if the high modernist ideology was 

combined with an authoritarian state power, exemplified by Lenin’s collectivization, Mao’s Great 

Leap Movement, or Tanzania’s collective villages. This combination has brought about 

irreparable damages to the people and the environment. They intervened and reshaped the local 

people’s consciousness by characterizing the local customs or traditions as old, primitive and 

feudal, cutting them off from the past for the sake of the coming new age of the high modern 

utopian projects.109 

Scott offers an alternative wisdom, metis instead of the high modernist’s ideas and 

projects. Metis originally comes from the Greek myth of Odysseus which praises his wisdom in 

responding and adapting to very unpredictable and changeable situations by outwitting his divine 

and human adversaries. Metis can be defined as the array of practical knowledge or skills and 

acquired intelligence in responding to ever changeable, transient and unpredictable contexts.110  

First of all, if one wants to learn about piloting ships, one has to go to sea with the help of 

a sailor or master, even though one learns the general rules of piloting ships from books. One 

may need to experience repeatedly how to respond to ever changing waves and various 
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directions of the wind and unpredictable weather in the local context with one’s own body and 

intuition. The more you study the general knowledge, the more you need to translate the general 

knowledge into the practical knowledge in the local context. This is metis.111 

Second, metis is an accumulated knowledge and wisdom in the local community. This is 

based on a long experience of observation of the natural environment and human community 

motivated by passionate concern for the community. That is why metis is shared in the 

community as an ongoing process of experiences and practices.112 

Third, metis is different from technology even though both are concerned with 

practicality. Technology is mechanical and impersonal knowledge. Metis is, however, more 

personal, practical and tangible for a practical result in a particular situation.113   

Fourth, metis resists the imperial knowledge of episteme. The epistemic knowledge is 

hierarchical and claims its universality. It demands our conformity to the center. It is a kind of 

ideology about knowledge, but not science itself. Metis, on the other hands, insists on its 

peripheral character and never claims its universality. Metis reflects the practice of one not 

putting all their eggs into one basket. That is why the modern state tried to destroy metis by using 

a binary concept that metis is old, feudal and dark and episteme is bright, ideal, intelligent and 

futuristic for the centralization and the dominance. It was metis when Jane Jacob was against 

Brasilia’s ascetic geometric city plan by considering the community needs in a flexible space. 

This was also metis when Rosa Luxemburg was against Lenin’s modern elite vanguard policy 

and took into consideration the laborer’s wisdom and the process of labor people’s creativity 

from the bottom up.114   
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Finally, the notion of metis can be applied to various human institutions such as factories 

schools and hospitals.  In order to achieve the quotas of institutions, metis is necessary: it 

requires the informal, practical wisdom and often improvisation to achieve the goal. A good 

metis friendly institution in an Italian textile family business has survived from generation to 

generation in adaptation to the constant change of the needs and tastes of the local context. This 

is a good example in the post-industrial age. The situation is more vulnerable in a large factory or 

company wherein division of labor takes place due to the specialization of knowledge, especially 

when an unpredictable situation appears.115  

Thus, metis is indispensable for our democracy. Metis requires of us a continuous 

modification and adaptation of our constitutional law for the betterment of our community from 

the bottom up.116  

James Scott’s approach is influenced by the post-modernists such as Foucault who 

analyzes the modern state’s power operation and discipline. Scott, however, extends the failure 

of the episteme not only to the human community but also to the natural environment. Scott 

traces back its origin to Descartes’ notion of cogito but goes further into Plato’s pure reasoning of 

Forms that requires a hierarchical process of purging of the low appetites. This created a long 

Western tradition of the superiority of theoria over praxis.117  

As stated in the beginning, Scott’s approach to modernity and the alternative wisdom of 

metis are useful to analyze why the modern Japan’s kokutai project ended up with the tragedy of 

World War II. One typically thinks of this reason for the result of a fanatic and pre-modern 

mentality, springing from the mythology of the Japanese emperor as a descendent of Amaterasu 

天照大御神 (the Sun Goddess). This was, however, the result of the highly modernist approach 
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of the Japanese modern state and of killing off the metis of the local people. After a long 

Tokugawa feudal system (1602-1868), the Meiji Restoration took place through the 

overthrowing of the shogunate and the restoration of the imperial rule. In order to give 

legitimacy to the imperial rule of the Meiji emperor who was just 16 years old, the Meiji 

oligarchs separated Shinto from Buddhism to invent State Shinto in order to shape people’s 

religious consciousness from above. For the Japanese local people, the synthesis of Shinto and 

Buddhism had existed for centuries. For example, one agricultural saint in the 18th century, 

Ninomiya Sontoku二宮尊徳 (1787-1856 ) says, “Religion is a good spiritual pill, the best pill is 

composed of 40% of Shinto, 30% of Buddhism, and 30% of Confucianism. This is the best cure 

for spiritual disease!” This is metis.118   

On the contrary, the modern Meiji state forcefully separated Shinto from Buddhism and 

imposed State Shinto upon the local people. The tactic the state used was the importing the 

modern German Protestant definition that religion is a private, not a public entity. The Meiji 

Constitution in 1889 seemingly guaranteed religious freedom but within the limit of public order: 

you can believe in anything you want in private but its public expression must be restricted by 

the state. For the Japanese local people, there was no concept of religion as private or public. 

Religion was communal beyond any inner or outer division. The Meiji government defined, by 

using a modern definition of religion, that Shinto is not a religion but the state itself. Thus all 

people with any religious affiliation must attend the Shinto ceremony as a civil duty because 

Shinto is not a religion but the state itself. They had to attend Shinto rituals and bow to the 

emperor.  

To disseminate its artificial kokutai ideology, after the Restoration in 1868, the Meiji state 

very rapidly established literacy for the sake of controlling locals from the center of Tokyo in 
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order to catch up with the modernization and the industrialization of the West. Thus, the Meiji 

state immediately imposed compulsory education and universal conscription in 1871 even before 

England did. The state also imposed a short last name for all and the standardization of 

measurement. This policy of centralization and standardization undercut the variety and dynamic 

power of metis of the Japanese local people.  

Moreover, a much purer form of the modern utopian project of kokutai ideology was 

realized in the construction of Manchukuo 満州国 (the Manchurian Empire) in Manchuria than 

in Japan after 1931 until 1945. These Manchukuo projects included modern utopian ideas such 

as the collectivization of farms, building industrial urban cities, and the harmony of the five races 

(Japanese, Chinese, Manchurian, Korean, and Mongolian) based on the most utilitarian 

efficiency as well as the most egalitarian ideas. Not only the militant nationalists but also many 

socialists who could not achieve their ideas in Japan joined in the Manchukuo modern utopian 

projects. The Manchukuo government even emulated the First Five-Year Plans of the National 

Economy of the Soviet Union (1928-1933).119 To achieve their projects, Japanese work forces 

with fused with a utopian enthusiasm were mobilized from the poor areas of Japan. However, 

these projects failed. Furthermore, when Russia attacked Manchukuo after August 1945 a week 

before Japan’s surrender, many Japanese peasants and Manchurians lost their lives and became 

prisoners of war. I will analyze the Manchukuo projects in relationship to Japanese modernity, 

imperialism and religions in detail in a later chapter. 

The Japanese modern state put its spiritual and ideological eggs into only one basket, the 

kokutai ideology of the emperor and State Shinto by suppressing the metis of local diversity. This 

made the state vulnerable when it faced an unpredictable crisis during 1930’s and 40’s. 

                                                             
119 The leader of this plan was Kishi Nobusuke. Kishi shared his experience as the architect of Manchukuo economy 
in Bungei Shunju, December, 2010. Tokyo. 
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Therefore, Japan ended up in tragic total destruction at the end of World War II in 1945. 

  

2.7 Kokutai as the Imagined National Community and School Texts 

 

Benedict Anderson defines the nation as an “imagined community.” Anderson asks why 

people are willing to die for their conceived community, nation without knowing the people in a 

face to face relationship. Even Marxist nations, which were supposedly universal ideologically 

imagined communities, in recent decades, fought one another. It indicates that the driving force 

for revolution must be nationalism. Anderson, however, does not want to see nationalism as one 

of the “isms” of ideologies such as liberalism, communism, and conservatism etc. Rather, 

Anderson sees nationalism as kinship or brotherhood so that he wants to explore more of the 

cultural and religious roots of nationalism.120  

The most essential reason for the formation of imagined community as nation-state is 

print-capitalism. The vernacular language books in the form of novels and other literatures were 

so profitable, that in the end of the 17th century, almost 200,000,000 books were sold. The novel 

and fiction in general creates a change in the notion of “time.” In the minds of people who read 

novels, they see different persons in different times and in different locations all at once, as if 

having God’s eyes. This created the imagined community, sharing history from past to present to 

the future as a nation as “homogeneous empty time.”121 For example, in the story of one young 

man who liberated the community or country in a novel, this young man’s body is not a personal 

body; this young man’s body belongs to everyone.122 The novels and books “re-present”(ed) the 

story of past history as the present. Reading novels and newspapers is done in silent privacy, but 

                                                             
120 Anderson, Imagined Communities   pp. 1-8. 
121 Ibid., pp. 22-26. 
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one is confident that thousands of people are duplicating one’s reading of novels and 

newspapers. This is the characteristic of the “imagined community” as a nation. The story of the 

novel is immediately transformed and rooted into everyday reality. The newspaper is a “one day 

bestseller.” Reading newspapers became a secular religious ceremony. The person who reads the 

newspapers in quiet privacy is assured that thousands of people are conducting this ceremony. 

This is the foundation of the “imagined community” for the modern nation.123  

Second, there was the Reformation. After Gutenberg’s invention of the printing press, 

Luther translated the Latin bible into the vernacular. This book was thee first time bestseller of 

print-capitalism. Note that it was created in Luther’s name and not the name of the universal 

church authority. This accelerated the decline of the sacred universal imagined community and 

the rise of a national imagined community as the foundation of nationalism.124 

Third, absolute monarchs used the vernacular language as an instrument of 

administration, and eventually set up the official language through which people connected as a 

national community.125 Fourth, through the printed languages with re-orientation of their 

grammar and syntax from local dialects, new imagined fellowship was created with whom the 

book and “right” language could be shared. This was also one of the important foundations of the 

imagined national community as nation.126 

Finally, the state project of “re-fashioning” its national history or national biography is 

important as re-imagined community and national identity in the 19th century. For example, one 

of the French historians, Renan, pointed to “what has been forgotten” as a reminder of a national 

history and as a possible new national identity. He said, we have forgotten that thousands of 
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Albigensians were massacred by Innocent III in the 13th century and many French Protestants 

were massacred on St. Barthelemy Day. Their sacrifices were highlighted in order to inspire 

rapture in the French Revolutionaries of 1789. But of course, those Albigensians and Protestants 

never even thought of themselves as French. This state project of “Remembering and Forgetting” 

history was meant to construct a “Re-Imagined Community” as a new national identity.127  

Anderson‘s analysis of the imagined community as nation through print-capitalism 

provides a method for analyzing the kokutai and Japanese modern nationalism; why and how the 

Japanese modern state especially the emperor and kokutai ideology eventually permeated the 

mind of the Japanese people. The national projects from the center to the periphery were 

compulsory education, State Shinto, and universal conscription etc. However, without 

willingness from the periphery to the center, it would not have been possible to mobilize such a 

strong force of ultra-nationalism at the grass roots level for total war. What made the Japanese 

people become a “willing executioner” for this war ideology?  

Minshūshika民衆史家(the People’s Historian) Irokawa Daikichi 色川大吉 in his The 

Culture of the Meiji Period points out why and how kokutai ideology was disseminated 

successfully through the three means by the state, even though there was strong resistance by the 

people to the official national ideology.128 First of all, the notion of family-nation became an 

established link between the ancient emperor’s ancestry as the central lineage of each familial 

ancestor and their tribal kami. These ideological propagandists were Inoue Tetsujirō井上哲次郎 

(1856-1944), and Katō Hiroyuki加藤弘之 (1836-1916), combining a family-state ideology with 

the European “Social Organic Theory.” Secondly, the Russo-Japanese War in 1904-5 was the 

first national experience of fighting abroad in Manchuria. 118,000 Japanese died. They shared 

                                                             
127 Ibid., pp. 200-1. 
128 Daikichi Irokawa The Culture of the Meiji Period, (New Jersey: Princeton Univ. Press 1985), p. 251. 



  45 

suffering and hardship in Manchuria as the representatives of the nation and the emperor beyond 

localities. These experiences bound them emotionally as a part of the imagined national 

community of kokutai, the family-state nation. Thirdly, the elementary school education with 

national morals and ethics was able successfully to mold the student’s minds to become loyal 

subjects of the emperor. This public school moral education of assimilating with the popular 

moral qualities of patience, self-sacrifice, self-reliance and harmony, inspired the people to 

sacrifice themselves willingly to the nation.129 

To do that, there was the state’s control of the narratives and storytelling in the public 

school textbooks. Edward Said says “nation is narrative and narrative is nation.”130 True stories 

and narratives supposedly emerge from the bottom up at local communities. However, the Meiji 

state invented the powerful stories in the public school textbooks in order to create the national 

imagined community centered on the emperor. Irokawa introduces one of these textbook stories 

in 1890 in the public school. This story is called “The Sailor and Mother.”  

One day, a sailor in a warship was reading a letter from his mother while crying. One 
lieutenant witnessed this sailor crying and reading this letter written by a woman and 
asked the sailor, “Are you afraid in battle? Do you now remember your wife and child 
and wish to go back home?” The lieutenant asked him to read the letter. The letter came 
from the sailor’s mother. The mother wrote, saying, “I heard that you did not attend the 
battle Shingian and also you did not attend the battle in the Sino-Japan war. I was very 
disappointed in your cowardly behavior. All in our community often came to me, asking 
me what I needed because my son is representing the nation by fighting for the emperor. I 
can ask my community for anything I need.  But you did not fight distinctly in the battle 
to pay our deep debt to the emperor. Do not worry about me. My community takes care 
of me. I pray every day in the local Shinto Shrine for you to fight bravely for the nation.  
I as mother, of course love my son and I never hate my son. But please understand my 
heart. I hope that you will fight bravely for the emperor and nation.” After reading the 
letter, the Lieutenant also cried and said sorry to the sailor, “I am so sorry that I did not 
know why you cried. You have a great mother.” The sailor listened to the lieutenant with 
head low and stood up, smiled and left.131 
 

                                                             
129 Ibid., p. 283. 
130 Edward Said,  Culture and Imperialism,  (New York: Vintage, 1991) pp. 60-1. 
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This is a powerful story invented by the state, connecting motherhood, son, and 

community with the emperor at a personal level. They even performed this story in every school 

theatre and community, molding the minds of Japanese children and their families. They 

emotionally came to imagine themselves as members of the national community centered on the 

emperor and eventually became willing to die for their imagined community. Accordingly, I 

think that the state must not control the stories and narratives in the school textbooks. The school 

texts must have multiple narratives and diversified stories emerging from the bottom up at the 

local communities.  

 

Kokutai and State Shinto 

 

Helen Hardacre analyzes the origin and formation of State Shinto as a clear invention of 

the Meiji modern nation-state. Hardacre points out that State Shinto in Japan has controlled the 

minds of people thoroughly permeating all aspects of life more than ever before in the history of 

the world. Because the relationship between the center and the periphery is the most powerfully 

interacted in State Shinto; the power of the center spreads its power over the periphery and from 

the periphery, all mind and loyalty comes back to the center. From the center to the periphery, the 

Meiji government took the Great Promulgation Campaign as a hegemonic initiative to instill 

State Shinto in the mind of people, building the national shrines such as Yasukuni and 

performing the national rituals for the unification of the Japanese mind.132 

Before State Shinto was organizationally established in 1890, the Meiji government 

issued Shinbutsu Bunri神仏分離 (the Separation of Shinto and Buddhism) in order to establish 
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State Shinto in the minds of the people from above. As a result, the popular haibutsu kishaku 廃

仏毀釈 (Abolishing Buddha and the Demolishing of Shakyamuni) movement arose to persecute 

Buddhism. Almost one third of Buddhist temples were destroyed. All Buddhist synthetic deities 

and rituals were excluded from Shinto rituals. The National Learning School scholars, Shinto 

fundamentalists occupied the important positions in the early Meiji government in order to give 

legitimacy to the Imperial rule. They established Jingikan神祇官 (the Divinity Department) 

above Daijōkan太政官 (the Council of State) in 1868.133 

However, Buddhism was historically connected with people’s lives and several Buddhist 

peasant uprisings occurred in the early Meiji.134 Thus, the Meiji government shifted from an old 

fashioned Shinto fundamentalist approach to a more pragmatic approach emphasizing 

“Civilization and Enlightenment” in order to achieve the “rich nation and strong army.” To do 

that, the Meiji state tried to use Buddhist influences and skills to spread kokutai ideology in the 

mind of the people.     

For this reason, the Meiji state asked Buddhist priests with Shinto priests to be mobilized 

to disseminate kokutai ideology over the people’s mind. Over 10,000 kyōdōshoku 教導職

(evangelists) were mobilized, and the “Great Promulgation Campaign” began in 1870 until 

1884.135 This was the most systematic and influential invention of the modern state. According to 

Hardacre, there is no other place where religion is so intrinsically tied to the state as in State 

Shinto.136T he state reduced the Divinity Department one rank below to Jingishō神祇省 (the 

Ministry of Divinity) in August, 1871 and eventually further reduced in one of the sections in 
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Kyōbusō教部省 (the Ministry of Education) in March, 1872. Then the state created Daikyōin 大

教院 (the Great Teaching Institute) allowing Buddhist priests to join the Great Promulgation 

Campaign in May, 1872. It was built to train and educate both Shinto and Buddhist priests to 

become national evangelists (Kyōdōshoku) to spread the Three Great Teachings. The Three Great 

Teachings were; (1) respect for the gods, love of country; (2) making clear the principles of 

Heaven and the Way of Man; (3) reverence for the emperor and obedience to the will of the 

court.137  

The Great Promulgation Campaign was intended to establish a new state religion of 

Shinto at a popular level in order to prevent Christianity from spreading and to promote a 

popular awareness of taxation, conscription and universal education. However, it failed because 

the people came to realize that Shinto’s doctrines did not have any consensus about the orders 

and priorities of the Shinto pantheons and thus created many disputes among the Shinto sects. 

The Shinto priests came to realize that State Shinto has nothing to do with the national doctrines 

but only the state rituals and rites.138 True Pure Land Buddhists and new religion leaders decided 

to withdraw from the Campaign in 1875.  

The hierarchical re-organization of the local shrines according to the policy of one shrine 

in one village was imposed so that all local shrines would be controlled under the Ise Shrine 伊

勢神宮 where Amaterasu the Sun Goddess as the ultimate ancestor of the imperial court was 

worshiped. This notion of the emperor as the ultimate ancestor or the supreme paternal figure in 

State Shinto was a critically important concept for the invention of the modern family-state-

nation centered on the emperor.  
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The Japanese undercurrent of religiosity for centuries was the shamanistic Shinto-

Buddhism synthesis in which the dead and the living are interdependent: the living help the dead 

to release revenge and unfulfilled sadness by offering comfort through the commemoration and 

the prayers for the dead. Then the dead can journey peacefully from this world to the other world 

and eventually return to help the living as benevolent spirits of kami 神 or bodhisattva菩薩.  For 

these reasons, during the ancient and medieval times, the families and the communities built the 

temples and the shrines to comfort the unfortunate spirits who died young or with their ambitions 

unfulfilled. The assumption behind this was that otherwise the unfortunate spirits become 

vengeful ghosts Onryō怨霊 to possess and harm the living, the so-called, Onryō-shinkō怨霊信

仰.  

A family is the mediate place where the dead and the living mutually help and 

communicate with one another. Thus, the family usually places their dead ancestor or family 

member’s Ihai位牌 (mortuary tablets) beside the center of Buddha’s mantra in their family 

Buddhist altars. The family members often ask Miko巫女(the spiritual medium) to communicate 

with the dead family members or ancestors to get to know their situations or wishes. Therefore, 

the family members have a strong sense of obligation to commemorate their ancestors so that 

they themselves will be commemorated after death by their descendants.139 

The modern Meiji state intervened with the sensitive religiosity of the Japanese people: 

their respect for the ancestors and reverence for the dead spirits in order to invent the notion of 

modern family-nation-state. The imperial family is the parental figures of Japan as the direct 

descendants of the Sun Goddess. For the dead, the spirits of the dead are commemorated at the 

Yasukuni Shire by the emperor’s frequent visits if one died for the nation. These were the Meiji 
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state’s inventions. The state imposed the standardization and the centralization of the spirituality 

of ancestors and the dead from above in order to kill the sensitive local family traditions of 

ancestor commemorations and the communication with the dead as superstitious. 

Many family members whose sons were killed at war were wondering if the spirits of 

sons might become wandering ghosts without attaining peace. Because they believed that the 

spirits of dead young soldiers were forcefully taken away from their family Buddhist altars to the 

Yasukuni Shrine. This was a symbolic or spiritual violence imposed upon the people’s own 

religious consciousness. The modern Meiji state even tried to control the dead.  

The situation of Japanese religiosity before State Shinto was invented was this: in the 

Tokugawa period, there was no concept of the modern definition of religion as private, which 

mainly came from the Western Protestant notion. In order for the Meiji state to give an 

impression to the world of being a modern nation state, the Meiji state had to create a 

constitution including religious freedom. Therefore, the Meiji state imported the modern 

Protestant definition of religion from Germany. The Meiji state’s tactic to distinguish private 

belief and public practice of religion was that the private belief in any religion is guaranteed in 

the constitution but its public practice must be confined to the law of order and the duty of the 

subject of the emperor. Thus one can believe whatever one likes in private but one must attend 

State Shinto publicly since State Shinto is not a religion but the state itself. This division between 

the private and the public later led to the state’s persecution and suppression of many new 

religions as well as intellectuals.140  

In terms of the movement from the periphery to the center, new religions especially 

Kurozumikyō 黒住教 and Konkō-kyō金光教 are important. These religions were born in the 

Tokugawa era in very local areas totally outside of the establishment, thus they were persecuted. 
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In order for them to survive, they were willing to attend the Great Promulgation Campaign even 

at risk of changing their doctrines to Shinto. They contributed greatly to connecting the local 

periphery to the center of the state at the grass roots level.141 Also the Meiji state gave the 

common people the right to become a parishioner of the shrine. This motivated many common 

people to support the shrines which were connected to the Ise Shrine in order for them to gain 

access to the privilege of the state and elites for their own advantage.142  

However, State Shinto’s notion of the emperor as the ultimate paternity centered on the 

Ise shrine and the dead soldiers at the Yasukuni shrine gradually molded the Japanese mind 

through three means: the Imperial Rescript on Education with the newly invented loyal and 

patriotic narratives in the textbooks and bow to Goshinei御真影 (the emperor’s picture) in the 

public schools, as well as local community education, and military education. These projects 

gradually shaped the ethos of the Japanese people in order to become the willing executioners of 

kokutai policy as loyal subjects of the emperor. 

 The Meiji modern-nation-state constantly needed obedient good workers for the 

development of urban capitalism as well as good young soldiers for the war to achieve the 

national goal of “enrich the nation and strengthen the army.” Thus the state had to standardize 

and centralize the religiosity of the ancestors and the dead through State Shinto at the expense of 

the local and historical family traditions and the diversity of spiritual synthesis.  

The Meiji modern state’s project in establishing State Shinto from both directions of the 

center and the periphery was symbolic or spiritual violence. However, State Shinto eventually 

could not touch the deep souls of the Japanese people but created underlying conflicts. This 
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spiritual vacuum provided the space for new religions to emerge continually in the modern 

Japan. This became traumatic for the modern state of Japan. 

 

Evaluation of These Developments 

  

I respect Maruyama’s modernist approach to the kokutai-emperor ideology in connection 

with ultra-nationalism and fascism. Maruyama thinks that the depth of the Japanese psyche 

reflects the “pre-modernity of the village community.” Maruyama’s ability to abstract a pattern 

of thought from history as a scholar of intellectual history must be praised. However, due to his 

rational abstraction, he misses some dynamic transformation at the grass roots level. Maruyama’s 

definition of kokutai ideology as “all embracing envelope” reciprocating between the village 

community and the emperor as well as “the system of infinite responsibility” of kokutai is correct 

in terms of its reflection on the shamanistic pre-modernity of communities. 

However, the kokutai ideology was a clear invention of the modern Meiji oligarchs. The 

Meiji Constitution by Itō Hirobumi 伊藤博文(1841-1909 C.E) in 1889 was not meant to create 

the dictatorship of a charismatic shaman emperor of Shinto, despite its claim of an unbroken 

linage of the emperor from the Sun Goddess. The Meiji emperor was clearly a constitutional 

emperor. His political power was limited and balanced by parliament, the judicial system, the 

advisory councils and the military. In other words, the fanatical Shinto fundamentalists who 

supported the emperor as the absolute charismatic spiritual dictator of Shinto and purified Shinto 

from a Shinto-Buddhism synthesis were already out of the central government in the1880s.  

More modern pragmatists gained the power around 1880. They promoted “Civilization 

and Enlightenment” to catch up with Western technology and power. Those modern pragmatists 
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believed that the best defense against the Western nation-state was the construction of a modern, 

legal state of their own through the bureaucratization of the constitutional system.143 

For these reasons, as Hardacre, Fujitani, and Yasumaru argue, the re-construction of 

Shinto as a national doctrine faded away since Shinto, lacking doctrines could not compete with 

the higher doctrinal tradition of Buddhism and Christianity. State Shinto, therefore, was reduced 

to only performing the national rituals and ceremonies, and the doctrinal construction was 

handed over to the sectarian Shinto. Accordingly, State Shino proclaimed itself not a religion but 

the state itself and only the sectarian Shinto was a religion.  

Thus, the emperor was a representative of “Civilization and Enlightenment.” The 

emperor in Tokyo, wearing European military cloth, represented the symbol of masculinity, 

prosperity, rationality and the future. On the other hand, the emperor in Kyoto in the previous 

age, wearing Shinto robes, represented the symbol of femininity, irrational mystery, and the past 

traditions. The emperor and kokutai in the Meiji, having used both images effectively, pretty 

much represented fukoku-kyōhei 富国強兵 (Enriching the Nation and Strengthening the Army) 

and the source of the hierarchical order of society.144 The ultimate connection to the emperor and 

kokutai gave legitimacy to all social authorities, such as village leaders, party leaders, police 

power, central bureaucrats, local government and business leaders and military leaders.  

However, one can see the contradiction that existed in the Meiji kokutai ideology: one 

was the high modernist’s utilitarian goals of wealth and military power with privileges through 

the central government bureaucrats in Tokyo. On the other hand, there was an idealistic, local 

agrarian or communitarian ethos in which all Japanese are equal under the paternal emperor as a 

family-state. This gap of contradiction within the kokutai ideology later became wider. This 
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contradiction became apparent in the 1930’s after World War I and the Great Depression. This 

gap eventually allowed a radical diversion of the kokutai ideology by the ultra-nationalists and 

the militarists in order to resolve such contradictions. This will be discussed in a later chapter.   

We are going to study how and why Japanese Buddhism collaborated with or resisted the 

challenge of the modern Meiji state’s invention of kokutai ideology and its policy in the next 

chapter.   
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CHAPTER 3 
 

MODERN JAPANESE BUDDHISM’S CHALLENGE AND RESPONSE TO MODERN 
  

NATIONALISM AND KOKUTAI IDEOLOGY AND ITS RELATIONSHIP TO OTHER  
 

RELIGIONS IN THE MEIJI ERA 
 
 
 

Meiji Japanese Buddhist Responses to Kokutai Ideology and Nationalism 

 

Meiji Japanese Buddhism is was characterized by self-reconstruction in response to the 

new Meiji modern-state’s policy of shinbutsu bunri 神仏分離 (the Separation of kami and 

Buddha) in 1868. As its consequence, the popular anti-Buddhist movement of haibutsu kishaku

廃仏毀釈 (Abolishing of Buddhism and the Demolishing of Shakyamuni) came about.145  

The Meiji era (1886-1912) can be divided by three periods: (I) 1868-1885, the formation 

of the modern-nation-state; (II) 1886-1899, the establishment of the modern state by the Meiji 

Constitution in1889 and the Imperial Rescript on Education in 1890. The Sino-Japanese War in 

1894 was also an important national event; (III)1890-1912, Japan became one of the imperial 

powers having taken over Korea and Taiwan. Modern capitalism was established after Japan’s 

victory in the Russo-Japanese War in 1904. The Meiji emperor’s death in 1912 was the end of 

the Meiji era.146 I would like to analyze the Meiji Buddhist’s unique responses and 

reconstructions according to the three periods of the Meiji.  

However, first of all, we need to know the background and reality of shinbutsu bunri (the 

separation of kami and Buddha) by the early Meiji state, as well as the anti-Buddhist popular 

movement haibutsu kishaku (Abolishing of Buddhism and the Demolishing of Shakyamuni). 
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Meiji Buddhist Responses to the Separation of Shinto and Buddhism in the First 

Period of Meiji (1886-1890) 

 

After the Meiji Restoration in 1868, the Jingikan神祇官 (Department of Divine Rites) 

was established to reinforce the separation of Shinto and Buddhism in order to establish Shinto 

as a national religion. The Meiji government policy was based on a mixture of the modern 

rationalism of centralization of state power and Hirata’s National Learning School of Shinto 

fundamentalism in order to give religious legitimacy to imperial rule. This was a quite similar 

policy to that of the Tokugawa shogunate; the shogunate used Buddhism to give legitimacy to 

their authority as a benevolent and merciful ruler after a long civil war.  

The Meiji elites were not interested in understanding the local people’s faith and religious 

consciousness. Thus, the state’s imposition of Shinto and the separation of Shinto and Buddhism 

were not totally successful but faced much resistance in the local areas. The people had lived 

their religious lives in the synthesis of Shinto and Buddhism for several hundred years through 

the relationship with their local Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines. Though the district 

Buddhist temples were often exploitive, the people’s lives and social cyclic events were deeply 

integrated with the local Buddhist ceremonies during the Tokugawa period. The people were 

attracted to their religious syncretism without a clear distinction of Shinto and Buddhism due to 

their magical power for healing and ancestor veneration. 

As pointed out in chapter 1, the Buddhist priests often conducted Shinto rituals and 

administered shrines in the Tokugawa period. There were three stages in the separation of Shinto 

and Buddhism. First of all, all Buddhist priests were prohibited from conducting Shinto rituals. If 
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they wanted, they had to be secularized (genzoku還俗) as an ordinary person and then, be re-

appointed by a Jingikan representative as a Shinto priest. Second, all Buddhist elements and 

altars in Shinto shrines were destroyed and replaced. Third, all Shinto shrines under the 

management of a Buddhist institution had to be separated and become independent from the 

Buddhist headquarters.  

One interesting example was Kōfuku-ji 興福寺 in Nara, which is one of the prestigious 

Hossō-shū 法相宗 temples founded by Fujiwara Kamatari 藤原鎌足 (614-669C.E.) since 

700C.E. This temple was connected with several Japanese emperors who in fact had their 

funerals there and were buried there. Kōfuku-ji also administered the Shinto shrine, Kasuga 

Jinja春日神社 located next to the temple. After the Meiji government’s order for the separation 

of Shinto and Buddhism in 1868, all Buddhist priests of Kofuku-ji willingly became secular lay-

persons (genzoku) and asked Jingikan to re-appoint them to be Shinto-priests of Kasuga Jinja.147  

 There were many cases like Kofuku-ji; many Buddhist priests who conducted Shinto rites 

became secular lay-persons genzoku and then volunteered to be appointed as Shinto priests by 

the government. Some local areas just changed from the Terauke-seido 寺請制度 (Buddhist 

certificate system) to the Ujiko-seido 氏子制度 (Shinto certificate system) and from Buddhist 

rituals to Shinto’s without changing their leaders.  

 The Meiji government interfered with the local people’s religious traditions. The 

government linked the local people with those Shinto shrines under the control of the 

headquarters of Ise Shrine that celebrated the Imperial ancestor of Amaterasu. Secondly, the 

Meiji government re-invented the narrative of the first emperor Jimmu 神武天皇 (660-

585B.C.E.?) as the founder of the nation. The Meiji government gave a national order that all 
                                                             
147 Tamamuro, Shinbutsu Bunri,  p. 40.  
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local people have to bow towards the Jimmu emperor of Ise Shrine. 

 

During the first period (1868-1885), Japanese Buddhists responded in three ways to the 

separation of kami and Buddha, as well as the anti-Buddhism policy, haibutsu kishaku 

(Abolishing of Buddhism and the Demolishing of Shakyamuni).  

First of all, Meiji Buddhists just shifted their support from the shogunate to the new Meiji 

government as guardian of the nation. This was a simple revival of the medieval notion of “the 

Mutual Dependence of the King’s Law and the Buddha’s Law.” For example, in terms of True 

Pure Land Buddhism (Shin Buddhism) founded by Shinran, the Nishi Hongan-ji 西本願寺

(honpa-honganji-ha本派本願寺派) supported the Meiji government, while the Higashi Hongan-

ji 東本願寺(Ōnani-ha大谷派) supported the shogunate. 

I will refer to the sects of Jōdo-Shinshū 浄土真宗 (True Pure Land Buddhism) as Shin 

Buddhism or Shinshū真宗, as well as the sect of Jōdo-Shū 浄土宗(Pure Land Buddhism) since I 

will deal with them extensively. True Pure Land Buddhism or Shin Buddhism was founded by 

the followers of Shinran親鸞 (1173-1263C.E.). Shinran did not want to separate from Pure Land 

Buddhism, Jōdo-shū, founded by his teacher Honen. However, having separated from Pure Land 

Buddhism Jōdo-shū after Shinran’s death, the followers of Shinran established True Pure Land 

Buddhism Jōdo-Shinshū or Shin Buddhism.  

Since the Nishi Hongan-ji supported the formation of the modern Meiji state, those Nishi 

Hongan-ji Buddhists adjusted quickly to the modernity of the Meiji state policy of “Civilization 

and Enlightenment.” Some of Buddhists went to Europe with the new Meiji government leaders 

to learn of Western modernization. The representative of those Buddhist leaders was Shimaji 

Mokurai 島地黙雷(1838-1911). Shimaji later became critical of the Buddhist participation in the 
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Great Promulgation Campaign with Shinto priests to disseminate kokutai ideology. Shimaji 

insisted on religious freedom within the limits of the Meiji constitution. They were enlightened 

in terms of embracing the new state’s modern policies. However, after the promulgation of the 

Meiji Constitution in 1889 and the Imperial Rescript of Education in 1890, coupled with the rise 

of conservative nationalism during the second period, Shimaji and other modern Meiji Buddhists 

became conservative and promoted the anti-Christianity campaign with the state.148 I will explain 

Shimaji’s thought and actions in some detail in a later section of this chapter. 

Second, some Buddhists took the anti-Buddhist criticism seriously as reflecting genuine 

ethical problems since they felt they had lost the rigorous discipline and precepts of original 

Buddhism. They understood that anti-Buddhist sentiment was meant against Buddhist temples 

but not against Buddhism itself. Thus, they attempted to restore the discipline and precepts of 

Buddhism by a renewal of faith in the Dharma, the Buddha’s Law. Fukuda Gyōkai, 福田行誡

was a representative of those Buddhists. They were less concerned with the nation-state but more 

with the protection of the Dharma. However, it was easier to become the protector of 

conservative nationalism due to the reaction to the rapid Westernization and modernization 

including Christianity.  

Third, some Buddhists tried to transcend any social privileges, living with the local 

people as Myōkōnin 妙行人(itinerant spiritual travelers), as exemplified in the Pure Land 

Buddhism and Shin Buddhism.149 Those Buddhists were intimately connected with the local 

Buddhist laity. For this reason, they understood the local people’s grievances against the new 

Meiji government’s high taxation, compulsory education and universal conscription that took 

young farm workers away from them. Those Buddhists also understood the peasant’s resentment 

                                                             
148  Yoshida, Nihon Kindai pp. 4-5. 
149 Ibid.,  pp. 6-7. 
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of the Meiji state’s policy of the imposition of anti-Buddhist policies, State Shinto, and the 

separation of kami and Buddha from above. It was understood because these Meiji state’s 

modernist policies actually destroyed their local customs and faith traditions.  

Therefore, it was natural to fuse anti-government sentiment with the defense of faith in 

Buddhism. Thus, the Buddhist peasant uprisings such as the Mikawa三河’s Shinshū Buddhist 

uprising occurred in the early Meiji period. However, this was the last time that Buddhism 

collaborated with the masses against the state. We will look at this Mikawa Shin Buddhist 

peasant uprising in detail in the next section.  

 

Mikawa Shinshū Buddhist (True Pure Land Buddhist) Peasant Uprisings in the 

Early Meiji 

 

During 1868-78, National Learning scholars formed a part of the Meiji government and 

conducted anti-Buddhism campaigns; beginning with the separation of Shinto and Buddhism and 

haibutsu kishaku (Abolishing of Buddhism and the Demolishing of Shakyamuni).  Here I will 

focus on one of several Buddhist uprisings, i.e., the Mikawa Pure Land Buddhist peasant 

uprising against the government enforcement of shinbutsu bunri.150  In this uprising, 29 priests 

and 3000 peasants joined together, causing one government official’s death. They were 

eventually suppressed resulting in the execution of several Buddhist priests and peasants. The 

dynamic power relationships among the Meiji state, the central Buddhist institutions, local 

branches of Buddhist temples and priests, and the local people—especially peasants—were 

highly visible in this Mikawa Buddhist uprising.  
                                                             
150 Ibid., pp. 17-9 Yoshida says that about seven uprisings against the state’ enforcement of shinbutsu bunri took 
place in the beginning Meiji, especially three main uprisings in Mikawa, Echizen and Shinetsu, were related to 
Shinshū Higashi hongan-ji.  
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Mikawa was an area of strong faith in Shin Buddhism affiliated with Higashi hongan-ji. 

Even before the Tokugawa shogunate, there were many Buddhist peasant uprisings there. During 

the Meiji Restoration, Higashi hongan-ji supported the Tokugawa shogunate, whereas Nishi-

hongan-ji supported the imperial restoration policies of the new Meiji government. Due to the 

formation of the modern nation state and the need for the establishment of State Shinto, the new 

government official, Hattori Jun服部純, came to Mikawa. Hattori was influenced by the Hirata 

Atsutane 平田篤胤 School of National Learning, though he was not fanatical but rational. 

However, Hattori was critical of Buddhist priests who did not work but depended on the laity’s 

donations. For Hattori, those Buddhist priests’ behavior was against the new Meiji state’s goal of 

creating a “Rich Nation with a Strong Military” (Fukoku Kyōhei) through diligent work. Hattori 

enforced the early Meiji government policy of the separation of Buddha and kami as well as the 

modernization policy of “Civilization and Enlightenment” in Mikawa.   

Accordingly, at that time, he enforced three official policies upon the people of Mikawa: 

(1) Worship the sun because the sun represents the Sun Goddess who is the ancestor of the 

emperor without chanting Namuamidabutsu 南無阿弥陀仏 (Nembutsu 念仏 I take refuge in 

Amida Buddha); (2) Abolishment of temples which did not have any laity. Temples which had 

less than 100 lay members must be closed and absorbed into larger temples: (3) Buddhist priests 

who joined in the Great Promulgation Campaign of kokutai ideology could not talk about 

Buddhism. 

These new policies of Hattori’s inevitably clashed with the local priests and peasants of 

the Shin Buddhists affiliated with Higashi hongan-ji. Among Shin Buddhist priests and temples, 

there was a division: those larger temples which had more than 100 lay members actually 

supported Hattori’s policy. These smaller temples and young priests, represented by Ishikawa 
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Tairei 石川台嶺 (1843-72) and Senshubō Hoshikawa Hōtaku専修坊星川法沢 became 

desperate because they would lose their financial foundation. They resented the larger temples 

and priests as a betrayal of Shin Buddhism’s brotherhood of faith.   

Among local peasants, some supported the closing of small temples since small temples 

often demanded heavy religious taxes. However, the compulsory worship of the Sun Goddess 

and the emperor without chanting nembutsu seemed to them a total suppression of their Shin 

Buddhist faith. Thus, in the name of “the Protection of the Dhamma,” young priests of the small 

temples naturally allied with local peasants who suffered from the new government’s heavy tax, 

universal draft system and compulsory education. 

First of all, young poor Shin Buddhist priests like Tairei and Hōtaku of the small temples 

peacefully visited priests of the large temple and protested to them and urged them to change 

their support of Hattori’s policy of closing small temples. However, the priests of the larger 

temples refused the younger priests’ requests. Thus, the young priests decided to visit the 

government office of Hattori to protest peacefully with 3000 peasants. They argued with the 

officers all day, but did not reach any agreement. Thus some priests became agitated and the 

peasants outside became upset and angry. They began to attack the officers’ buildings by calling 

“Abolishing the Christians!” The priests tried to stop and calm the peasants but they had already 

become a mob beyond the priests’ control and eventually killed one government officer. 

Forty-one priests and nine laypersons were arrested and sentenced. Tairei was sentenced 

to death, Hōtaku to ten years’ imprisonment, and one peasant, Kiyoshichi喜与七, to death.151 

During the trail, several arrested priests blamed the peasants for killing the officer and for the 

chaotic situation. The Buddhist priests still had a sense of feudal class consciousness so that they 
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thought they were higher than the peasants. This was the limitation of the Pure Land priests who 

could not link their notion of the defense of Dhamma with the liberation of the peasant’s 

suffering as universal solidarity and salvation of the people. The headquarters of Higashi 

hongan-ji tried hard to avoid any clash with the new government while giving pro-government 

guidance to the temples and laity who were in confusion in Mikawa. They compromised with the 

new government and condemned the young priests and uprisings as heretical, though there was a 

minor voice in the headquarters who petitioned for the young priests as defenders of the 

Dhamma.    

James Kelelaar used the heretics and martyrs paradigm to analyze the dynamic 

relationship between Mikawa’s young priests, who supported the uprising, and the Higashi 

hongan-ji headquarters and government who opposed it.152 

This was a conflict between faith in the Dhamma at local level and the institutional 

interest of the headquarters. Also it was convenient for the government to use the Buddhist 

institutional headquarters to restrain the local branches. The language Mikawa’s peasants used to 

justify their uprising was typically anti-Christian. For the peasants in Mikawa, the separation 

between Shinto and Buddhism imposed by the modern-Meiji state was a threat to their faith. 

They assumed that the government officials such as Hattori, must be Christians who wanted to 

manipulate them. Later, after the change of the state’s anti-Buddhism policy, the Mikawa’ priests 

became martyrs, sanctified by the institutional head of Higashi hongan-ji. 

Eventually the new government and Higashi hongan-ji reached a compromise. Hattori 

was moved to a different district and his three new policies were not enforced. The Meiji 

government seemingly honored the Higashi hongan-ji’s faith and their local temple faith. 

However, after the Mikawa uprising, any meetings of Mikawa priests with laity had to be 
                                                             
152 Katelaar, Of Heretics, pp. 77-80. 
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reported to local government officials. Furthermore, all Higashi hongan-ji priests at the national 

level were obliged to report to the government when they traveled to the capital. 

Furthermore, the government decided to exclude the so-called, “corrupted Buddhist 

priests” who were less educated and less moral as well as in disagreement with the kokutai 

ideology from joining the Great Promulgation Campaign.153 The Meiji government actually 

advanced their control of the activities of Shin Buddhism.  

 

Shimaji Mokurai of Shinshū Buddhism (True Pure Land Buddhism) and their 

Separation from the Great Promulgation Campaign 

 

As mentioned before, there were the two types of Buddhists when the Meiji state began. 

One type attempted to revive the medieval notion of the “Mutual Dependence between the law of 

the King and the law of the Buddha Dhamma,” by switching their support from the shogunate to 

the emperor. The other one wanted to adjust Buddhism to the modernity of civilization and 

enlightenment in keeping with the Meiji state’s policies. 

The first one was exemplified by the Buddhists’ active participation in the Meiji state’s 

the Great Promulgation Campaign started in1870, in order to propagate kokutai ideology among 

the people. The reason was that those Buddhists sought survival from the oppression by the Meiji 

state’s policy of the separation of kami and Buddha as well as the popular movement of 

abolishment of the Buddha and the demolition of the Shakyamuni. 

The second type was exemplified by the Buddhists who were actively involved in the 

process of the Meiji Restoration from the beginning, especially those Buddhists in Chōshū and 

Tosa which were pro-emperor and anti-Tokugawa domains. Shimaji Mokurai島地黙雷 (1838-
                                                             
153 Yoshida, Kindai., pp. 72-3. 
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1911) was one of the Chōshū Pure Land Buddhist leaders and a friend of many Chōshū 

government leaders such as Kido Kōin木戸孝允 (1833-77). Thus, Shimaji can be called a 

modern enlightened patriotic Buddhist or a Buddhist promoter of “Civilization and 

Enlightenment.” Shimaji went to Europe and America with other new government leaders and 

learned of the modern state systems, Christianity, especially Protestantism, constitutional 

democracy, religious freedom, and the ritual and social function of religions in the West. 

In the beginning, Shimaji had actually supported the Meiji state project of the Great 

Promulgation Campaign by both Shinto and Buddhist leaders in order to mold the Japanese mind 

for the unified modern-nation-state. However, after coming back from Europe, he became critical 

of the Campaign, stating that religious leaders must not teach political policy as religious 

teaching. Shinto and Buddhism must be different religions and must not be mingled for the sake 

of convenience of the political purpose.154  

Thus, Shimaji wrote the “Critique of Three Great Teachings of the Great Promulgation 

Campaign” in 1871. The Three Great Teachings are; (1) respect for the gods (kami), love of 

country; (2) making clear the principles of Heaven and the Way of Man; (3) reverence for the 

emperor and obedience to the will of the court.155 In terms of (1), Shimaji claimed that the 

respect for the gods belongs to religion, but the love of country is political, so that these two 

must be separated. Also Buddhists should not teach the gods (kami) that belong to Shinto. In 

terms of (2), the clarification of the principle of Heaven and the Way of Man belongs to science 

and education and they are always changeable. Religion must deal with unchangeable eternity. In 

terms of (3), the reverence for the emperor and obedience to the will of court belongs to the 
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political and educational matters conducted by the state, not to religion. These must be clearly 

distinguished. However, religion must cooperate with and help the nation.  

Accordingly, due to his study of Christianity especially Protestantism and the modern 

definition of religion in the West, Shimaji was able to criticize the synthesis of Shinto and 

Buddhism. He criticized religious Shinto as a lower religion than Buddhism, especially the True 

Pure Land Buddhism. The True Pure Land Buddhism (Shinshū, Shin Buddhism) worships the 

monotheistic deity of Amida Buddha, while Shinto worships the multiple gods, kami. From the 

Buddhist side, it was a quite progressive view because the Buddhists at that time did not clearly 

criticize Shinto as a religion.  This was because many Buddhists accepted Shinto elements within 

their Buddhist faith and practices of Shinbutsu-shūgō. However, Shimaji did not oppose State 

Shinto which connects with the emperor and the court since State Shinto was not a religion but 

the state itself.156  

Shimaji asserted that Shinshū, (the True Pure Land Buddhism) is the most modern 

religion like Protestantism in the West, so that the state must not interfere with the religious 

affairs, but respect the people’s choice of their own religion. Shimaji’s notion of religious 

freedom was progressive, modern, and influential. However, his religious freedom must be 

contributed and confined to the purpose of establishing Shinshū (the True Pure Land Buddhism) 

as the best way to mold the Japanese minds for the establishment of the modern nation of Meiji. 

Therefore, Shimaji was a modern Buddhist in regard to nationalism.  

Thus, due to Shimaji and other progressive Buddhists’ efforts, Shinshū as a whole 

including four major denominations, decided to withdraw from the Great Promulgation 

Campaign in 1875. This also influenced the Meiji government’s perspective on the Campaign. 

                                                             
156 Fujii Takeshi Kindai Nippon to Bukkyo:Kokka to Bukkyo “Shimaji Mokurai no Sankyo Hihan”  (Tokyo: 
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In1877, the state eventually abolished the Great Teaching Institute that managed the Great 

Promulgation Campaign and the Campaign itself ended in1884. We are going to study the second 

period that was characterized as their intensive relationship to Christianity.   

 

Meiji Buddhists’ Struggle with Christianity in terms of the “Conflict Between 

Education and Religion” in Case of Uchimura Kanzō’s Lese Majeste 

 

During the second period of Meiji (1886-1899), the Meiji Constitution and the Imperial 

Rescript of Education were promulgated. Shimaji and other progressive Buddhist leaders tried to 

establish the modern notion of religious freedom. Thus they withdrew from the state’s project of 

The Great Promulgation Campaign as I stated in the previous section. However, their efforts of 

engaging with modern progressive government leaders such as Kido Kōin and Itō Hirobumi, 

eventually came to fruition so that religious freedom was guaranteed by the Meiji Constitution in 

1889. According to the Constitution, as the Freedom of Religion Cause, Chapter 2, Article 28, 

reads in its entirety as follows: “Japanese subjects shall, within limits not prejudicial to peace 

and order, and not antagonistic to their duties as subjects, enjoy freedom of religious belief.”157  

Progressive modern Buddhists especially Shin Buddhists such as Shimaji who worked to 

establish religious freedom in the Meiji Constitution must be given some credit. However, this 

definition of religious freedom within the peace and order of society and the duties of the 

subjects of the emperor had some ambiguity depending on how the state defined the order and 

peace of society, as well as the meaning of the duties of subjects.  

 While the state established the Constitution in 1889, the Meiji government also issued the 

Imperial Rescript on Education in 1890. This taught the tenets of State Shinto that required 
                                                             
157 This translation is from Matsunami, The Constitution of Japan p.136 cited by Ketelaar, Of Heretics. p. 132. 
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respecting and bowing to the emperor in a ceremony conducted through public school education, 

based on the definition that State Shinto is not a religion but the state itself. 

Thus, in reaction to the rapid modernization or westernization during the first period of 

1868-1885, a counter conservative nationalism arose during the second period (1886-1899). 

During the rapid modernization or westernization in the first period, Christianity became popular 

especially among urban young intellectuals who sought the new model of Japan in the West.  

One of the most important events in the second period was the “Conflict between 

Education and Religion” controversy centered on Uchimura Kanzō内村鑑三 (1861-1930), a 

Christian teacher of Ikkō 一高 High School (most graduates from the school entered Tokyo 

Imperial University). According to the Imperial Rescript on Education, all public schools had to 

hold a ceremony in which all teachers and students bowed to the Rescript and the emperor’s 

picture. On January 9, 1891, Uchimura, however, did not deeply bow to the Rescript and the 

picture of the emperor at the ceremony of Ikkō High School. (In fact, Uchimura was actually 

required to bow to the signature of the Meiji emperor, not to the picture. As a Christian, he was 

hesitant to bow to the signature which seemed superficial and idolatry).  Some anti-Christian 

teachers and students at Ikkō High School began to accuse Uchimura of lese majeste. This 

accusation eventually created a nationwide debate whether or not Christianity is anti-kokutai or 

unpatriotic in nature. Those conservative nationalists who felt threatened by or even jealous of 

the rise of popularity of Christianity now had an opportunity to accuse Christianity of being an 

anti-kokutai religion. 

 Uchimura eventually had to resign from the teaching position and lost everything, 

including his wife, who died due to the mental pressure caused by the national persecution. The 

nation that he loved became his enemy, while the churches criticized him for being too Japanese. 
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These churches did not like the fact that Uchimura was critical of the Western missionary-

oriented Christianity which often imposed Western life styles and customs as a part of genuine 

Christian faith. Uchimura believed that there is a Japanese way for Japanese to become Christian. 

In other words, Uchimura was a Christian patriot. He even taught Buddhism and Confucianism 

as the pre-texts of his Japanese Christianity and respected the spirit of the Imperial Rescript on 

Education, instead of worshiping it. Uchimura was, as he said, a Japanese Christian who claimed 

to love two J’s: Japan and Jesus. Uchimura later established a very independent Christian 

movement, the so-called Mukyōkai無教会 (No-Church movement). 

Progressive Christian leaders such as Uemura Masahisa 植村正久 (1858-1925) 

supported Uchimura’s ideas that the Christian faith is not opposed to nationalism and patriotism. 

Rather, universal faith promotes healthy and good patriotism. An enlightened intellectual such as 

Tokayama Chogyū 高山樗牛 (1871-1902), defended Uchimura as more patriotic and 

conscientious than the superficial worshipers of the Rescripts who did self-indulgent things such 

as consorting with geishas and drinking sake in their daily lives.   

However, the most prominent ideological opponent was Inoue Tetsujirō井上哲次郎 

(1856-1944), an influential professor of philosophy at Tokyo Imperial University. Inoue created a 

national campaign arguing that Christianity in nature is incompatible with the kokutai. Inoue 

criticized the notion of transcendence and universalism of Christianity that conflicts with 

nationalism sand patriotism. Inoue studied Spencer’s Social Darwinism and Hegelianism in 

Germany.  

According to Inoue, religion must promote national morality and ethics. Thus Inoue 

strongly defended the spirit of the Imperial Rescript on Education.  Inoue’s criticism of 

Christianity can be summarized in four points: (1) The Rescript taught loyalty and patriotism 
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while Christianity was unpatriotic; (2) while Christianity emphasized the future life, the Rescript 

was concerned about the present life; (3) the Christian teaching of indiscriminate love failed to 

pay due attention to filial piety; and (4) Christianity failed to teach the virtue of loyalty.158 

However, the main issue here was not conservative nationalists, but the Meiji Buddhists. 

In the beginning of Meiji, the Buddhists had been persecuted by Shinto nationalists who 

suspected that the transcendental and universal aspects of the Buddhist faith might clash with 

nationalism. Therefore, how the Meiji Buddhists responded to this national debate on the 

“Conflict of Education and Religion” in terms of religious freedom and interreligious dialogue 

with Christians was critical. Inoue’s main points of criticism of Christianity could be applied to 

Buddhism as well.  

Buddhist leaders, especially modern enlightened leaders such as Shimaji Mokurai, who 

made a great effort to establish religious freedom in the Constitution, should have supported 

Uchimura and Christians in terms of religious freedom.  However, Shimaji and other modern 

Buddhist leaders all supported Inoue’s argument that Christianity was anti-kokutai. They 

supported religious freedom in the private realm, but they endorsed Inoue’s ideology that religion 

must be subordinated to the national ideology in public school education. This created a tragic 

result: Japanese Buddhists missed the historical opportunity to create solidarity with Christianity 

and new religions for the sake of religious freedom in both private and public realms against the 

state’s control of religions and ideologies.   

This shows how deeply even modern enlightened Buddhists such as Shimaji disliked and 

were afraid of the spread of Christianity.159 In order to counter Christianity, Shimaji and Meiji 

modern Buddhists even compromised with the state at the expense of their own principle of 

                                                             
158 Thelle, Meiji. p. 128. 
159 The Meiji Buddhists, who went abroad, witnessed that the European Christian missionaries undercut Buddhism 
and its influence in their colonized areas such as Ceylon, India, Vietnam and Burma. 
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religious freedom and the universality of their faith. This event eventually shaped the modern 

Japanese Buddhist social attitude towards the state which made it difficult for them to resist the 

national ideology and militarism in the future. Takayama Chogyū, who was a nationalist and 

eventually became a Nichiren Buddhist, wrote about the self-contradiction of Buddhists 

supporting Inoue in July, 1898: 

How laughable and pitiful the Buddhist’s ignorance and stupidities are! They do not 
understand Inoue’s criticism of Christianity is also directed at Buddhism. They are so 
happy to find a prominent anti-Christian scholar and joined in him to fight Christians. 
They are not aware of the self-contradiction and their real enemy. They supported their 
real enemy, to the discredit of their Buddhism!160  
 
In the West, Protestant, Catholic and Jewish intellectuals often argued about the state and 

political issues in public. On the other hand, in Japan, Buddhist and Christian intellectuals found 

it more difficult to argue political or state issues in public after this incident, unless those 

religious intellectuals endorsed kokutai ideology. They ended up completely confined to the 

private realm. 

I believe that this was a great loss of Japanese religious freedom in the public realm. The 

controversy concerning the “Conflict of Education and Religion” centered on Uchimura Kanzō’s 

lese majeste was a historical opportunity to create solidarity among Buddhists, Christians and 

new religions, and to earn their freedom in the public expression of their religion. It was still in 

the early stage of formation of kokutai ideology. The Meiji Buddhists and Christians missed this 

historical opportunity. This was the limitation of the Meiji Buddhists, lacking understanding and 

the practice of interreligious dialogue with Christians and other religions for their own benefit. 

This issue will be discussed further in a later chapter.  

                                                             
160 Chogyū Takayama  Kokumin Seishin no Toitsu (Unification of National Mind: The Imperial Constitution, the 
Rescript and Japanism) Takayama Chogyu Zenshu Number 4 in July (Tokyo: Chikumashobo, 1898) 
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 Moreover, this event had a further implication in terms of the relationship between 

education and religion. After this event, lese majeste affair, religion was confined to the private 

realm, excluding religion from public education. In contrast, public education in Japan had to 

create a pseudo-religious public sphere. The sacralization of public education at the lower levels 

aimed to produce patriotic citizens, ever ready to sacrifice their lives for the emperor and state 

when called upon to do so.  Higher education, including the imperial universities, were expected 

to produce patriotic elites for the state. The teachers and professors at public schools and 

imperial universities were regarded as constituting holy or pseudo-religious occupations for 

building the nation.  

Unlike the United States, where private or religious schools and universities have been 

prominent, the private schools or universities founded by religious institutions were less 

prestigious or less popular in Japan. The Japanese people respected public school teachers and 

professors more than religious leaders such as priests or pastors. Thus, in Japan, entering public 

schools or imperial universities became very important for those who wished to become public 

leaders.  

This dishonoring of religion in education in contrast to the sacralization of public school 

or imperial university education was a state strategy. Through public school education or 

imperial universities, the state was able to spread kokutai ideology and mold Japanese minds 

towards its adoption. At the same time, the state was able to discredit religious resistance to the 

state. Japanese Buddhists and Christians found it more difficult to resist kokutai ideology and 

policy in the public or the education field. In other words, the Meiji state successfully created a 

pseudo-religion of imperial public education. As mentioned above, one of the main reasons for 

this success was that the Meiji Buddhists missed the historical opportunity to establish solidarity 
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with Christians in the case of Uchimura’s controversy of the “Conflict between Education and 

Religion.” If the Meiji Buddhists and Christians had worked together, they could have gained 

pubic religious freedom and the freedom of religious education in the public.  

 
 True Pure Land Buddhism and the Yasukuni Shinto Shrine 

 

 As explained in the section on Mikawa uprisings as well as on State Shinto in chapter 

two, one of the important strategies of State Shinto to control the Japanese mind was to organize 

the rituals for the commemoration of the dead centered on the imperial ancestor, especially at the 

Yasukuni Shinto shrine.  For Japanese religiosity, after death a person becomes a spirit and 

returns to protect one’s family as a kami. Shinto and later Mikkyō 密教(Esoteric Buddhism ) 

played an important role in Japanese spirituality in this regard.  

During the medieval period, many Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines were built to 

appease Onryō 怨霊(the vengeful spirits) so that the sprits would not return to harm the one’s 

descendents, as in the case of the Kasuga Shrine 春日神社 for Sugawara no Michizane’s 菅原道

真(845-903C.E.) a vengeful spirit who was exiled due to his political defeat. 

State Shinto intervened with the people’s religious attitude towards ancestors. It 

standardized and centralized the rituals centered on the imperial family as the ultimate Japanese 

ancestors at the Ise Shrine.  Furthermore, anyone who sacrifices his/her life for the sake of the 

nation and the emperor returns as kami and must be commemorated by the emperor’s frequent 

visitations at the Yasukuni Shrine.  

However, Pure Land Buddhism, especially Hōnen 法然 and Shinran親鸞, emphasized 

total dependence of faith on Amida Buddha who pledges to save any person reciting nembutsu 

without regard to his/her good or evil deeds. Therefore, anyone who worries about whether or 
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not they go to heaven or hell afterlife or speculates about their ancestor’s situation on whether 

they were in heaven or hell was regarded as lacking in faith in the absolute compassion of Amida 

Buddha. 

Accordingly, many True Pure Land Buddhists (shinshū) rejected attending the 

commemoration of patriots or even their ancestors in Shinto shrines. The Pure Land Buddhists 

did not put their dead family members’ altars at the center of their family Buddhist altars. They 

put them in a very minor position. Therefore, the Pure Land Buddhists often resisted the state’s 

requirement to attend the commemoration of the national heroes or the emperors in the local 

Shinto shrines as practice contradicting and opposing to their faith.   

 

The World Parliament of Religions in Chicago in 1893 

 

James Ketelaar points out the importance of Meiji Buddhists’ attendance at the World 

Parliaments of Religions in Chicago in 1893.161 Although the motif of the conference was 

Christian imperial universalism, Japanese Meiji Buddhists were convinced that Japanese 

Mahayana Buddhism is the highest universal Buddhism, and therefore, it had a mission to 

enlighten the materialistic West as well as to lead other Asian Buddhists.  Also, their attendance 

gave the impression to the Japanese society that Buddhism is cosmopolitan in its character 

representing “Civilization and Enlightenment.”  It would no longer have the dark and 

superstitious image which anti-Buddhist theory propagated. They attempted to transform their 

image and perception as non-heretical within the Japanese society in order to create “New 

Buddhism” which was trans-sectarian, transnational and cosmopolitan as well as pan-Asian in 

particular. Characterized as a foreign religion, Meiji Buddhism had a universal and cosmopolitan 
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  75 

image as a representative of “Civilization and Enlightenment,” following the social evolution 

theory and Christian universalism at the World Parliament of Religions in Chicago.  

The Meiji Buddhists were able to adjust themselves to meet the demand of Japan’s 

modernity and the formation of the modern-nation-state. Thus they were able to shift their self-

image from being heretics because of Mikawa’s events to being martyrs.   

In other words, the Meiji Buddhists were somewhat successful not only in enduring 

physical and ideological attack, but in the more difficult task of reconstructing themselves as 

non-heretical, despite the threat of permanent eradication on the local and national levels. This 

was done with sophistication and so thoroughly that the Meiji era’s persecution of Buddhism was 

almost forgotten in Japanese society. Meiji Buddhism succeeded in its attempt at producing a 

“new Buddhism” that could be viewed as a part of true Japanese culture.   

Ketelaar successfully explored the detailed process of the transformation of Meiji 

Buddhism in the context of Japan’s modernity in a positive way mainly focusing on leaders and 

intellectual elites. He did not investigate sufficiently the real grass-roots struggle of religious life 

with the state imposition of modernity. Ketelaar did not investigate enough the Meiji Buddhists’ 

acceptance of the modernity which would invite a future disaster of the Buddhist’s involvement 

in Japan’s aggression and imperialism towards Asia in World War II in the larger frame of 

historical picture.  

The Meiji Buddhists saw themselves not only as depositories of the culmination of Asian 

culture but also the synthesizer of the best of Asia and the West. Rather than resisting the 

hypocrisy of modernization and imperial policy of the state, the Meiji Buddhists volunteered to 

cooperate with the state’s modernization and imperial expansion in Asia in bringing 

enlightenment to Asians. This notion that Japanese Buddhism is the best Buddhism and destined 
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to lead other Asian Buddhism in terms of superiority of modernity created a strong Buddhist 

Pan-Asianism among Meiji Buddhists. They eventually coped with the Japan’s imperial 

expansion in Asia.  This will be discussed in the next section. 

 

The Meiji Buddhists Coped with Imperialism in Asia 

 

 As mentioned in the previous sections, Japanese Buddhist opposition to Christianity and 

Western colonialism led them to favor Buddhist Pan-Asianism: in order to counter Western 

Christianity and colonialism, all Asians who suffered under Western imperialism must unite, 

centered on their common cultural treasures of Buddhism, led by Japanese Buddhism which was 

successful in modernization.   

 Shinshū-Ōtani, one of two largest denominations of True Pure Land Buddhism, along 

with Honganji-ha, first sent a missionary, Ogurusu Kōchō 小栗栖香頂 (1831-1905), to China in 

1873. Ogurusu was determined to revive Buddhism by uniting Buddhist movements in India, 

China and Japan in order to counter Christian missionary activities in Asia. In China, Buddhism 

was in decline during the Qing dynasty清朝; Ogurusu tried to educate Chinese Buddhists 

through the modernity of Japanese Buddhism.162 Upon the Ogurusu’s foundations, the Pure Land 

Buddhist missionaries went to the areas where Japanese residents lived, but gradually made 

contact with local Chinese by building schools and hospitals. Both Pure Land Buddhist 

denominations requested that the Japanese government pressure the Chinese government to grant 

an equal right to their missionary work with that of the Western Christian missionaries. After 

Japan’s victory in the Sino-Japan War in 1894 and the Russo-Japan War in 1905, more Japanese 
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Buddhist missionaries went to Manchuria, Korea, Taiwan and other areas of China. The future 

Buddhist leaders in China, Korea and Taiwan came to Japan and learned Japanese Buddhism, 

which had been successful in modernization and integration in the society and the state.   

In Korea, Buddhism was persecuted by Chosŏn Dynasty’s 朝鮮王朝 Neo-Confucian 

ideology, so that Buddhists were not even allowed to enter the capital of Seoul. When Japan 

began to exercise control over Korea after the Sino-Japan War in 1894 and the Russo-Japan War 

in 1904, Korean Buddhist leaders welcomed the modernity of Japanese Buddhism as an 

instrument to reform Korean Buddhism. The Korean Buddhist denominations were controlled by 

the head of Japanese denominations, according to “The Temple Act” of 1911. For example, in 

Zen Buddhism, Takeda Hanshi武田範之(1863-1911) , a Sōtō Zen priest, came to control 

Korean Zen Buddhism Wonjong 円宗 by merging it with Sōtō Zen in 1911. It has been debated 

whether Takeda was involved in the assassination of Queen Min who cooperated with Russia in 

1895. 

 

Kiyozawa Manshi’s Teaching of Spirituality Seishin-shugi 精神主義  

 

Kiyozawa Manshi 清沢満之(1863-1903) was a Shin Buddhist who founded the School 

of Teaching of Seishin-shugi 精神主義(Spirituality).  It was the period between Shino-Japan War 

of 1894 and the Russo-Japan War of 1904 that Japan established the nation-state and kokutai 

ideology by the Meiji Constitution in 1889, and the Imperial Rescript of Education in 1890. The 

kokutai ideology forced all people to attend State Shinto since State Shinto was not a religion but 

the state itself. Japanese Buddhists and Christians were confined to the private realm and found it 

very difficult to resist the state publicly as discussed in the previous section five.  In that context, 
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Kiyozawa and some Buddhists undertook passive resistance to focus on individual spirituality so 

as to transcend the morality and ideology of state and society and rely on the absolute 

compassion of Nyorai 如来 Tathâgata.163 In a long tradition, the Shin Buddhism used Shinzoku-

nitai真俗二諦 [the dualistic faith of Shintai 真諦 (transcendental truth) and Zokutai 俗諦

(conventional truth)] to resolve the contradiction between eternal truth and conventional truth: 

the faith in your heart follows the precepts of Tathâgata, whereas in your actions you follow the 

conventional morality set by the society and the state.  

Kiyozawa at first of all followed the rigorous Buddhist precepts as Fukuda Gyokai did, 

since both of them agreed that Buddhism’s problem is neither the state nor Christianity but 

Buddhism’s own moral and spiritual corruption.  However, after the death of his wife and son 

and the Shin Buddhist institution laid off him from Ōtani University 大谷大学 because of his 

strong voice for the reform, Kiyozawa came to realize how helpless the following of the 

Buddhist precepts and the conventional morality of filial piety and loyalty were! Kiyozawa 

finally decided that absolute faith in the infinity of Tathâgata’s compassion and power saved 

him, breaking with the conventional morality and ethics of self-reliance. For him, Shintai 

(transcendental truth) overcomes Zokutai (conventional truth).164 Kiyozawa stated: 

If you want to get into religious universe seriously,,,, you must abandon parents, wife and 
children, money, nation, moreover, yourself. In other words, you must give up patriotism, 
morality, science and philosophies, then, new horizon of the ultimate reality is opened up 
to you165 

 

Thus, for Kiyozawa, the personal individual faith in the infinite Tathâgata is far more 

                                                             
163 Kyūichi Yoshida, Nihon Kindai Bukkyo (Tokyo: Yoshikawa Kōbunsha,1957), pp. 278-90. 
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important than sects, institutions, their doctrines and the social morality of kokutai. One can say 

that Kiyozawa was the first Japanese Buddhist to wrestle with “individuality” and establish a 

modern personal faith and spirituality within the context of the rise of modern capitalism and 

urban intellectuals centered on Tokyo between the Sino-Japan War in 1894 and the Russo-Japan 

War in 1904.166 His teaching of Seishin-shugi influenced many urban young intellectuals, such as 

Akegarasu Haya暁烏敏 and many other Shin Buddhist leaders, and even the Kyoto School of 

Nishida Kitaro西田幾多郎 and Tanabe Hajime田辺元.167 

However, after the Russo-Japan War in 1904 and annexation of Korea in 1910, the 

problems of the social evils in the wake of modern capitalism and imperialism, the Teaching of 

Spirituality also manifested its limitations. Unfortunately, because Kiyozawa died in 1903, just 

before the Russo-Japan War, he could not develop his Teaching of Spirituality on how to apply  

individual faith in order to wrestle with social evils. According to his successors such as 

Akegarasu Haya, their Teaching of Spirituality sees social evils only within the subjective 

perspective without analysis of the objective social structure of problems. In order to overcome 

social evils, your faith in the infinite of Tathâgata overcomes evils within and eventually infinite 

Light and Power will manifest itself in society.  Even though they began to transcend or deny this 

mundane world to focus on individual faith in Tathâgata, they eventually accepted this world as 

the manifestation of Tathâgata.168 One can see why Akagarasu Haya, the most notable successor 

of Kiyozawa, eventually praised the emperor as the manifestation of the compassion of 

Tathâgata and preached that the Russo-Japan War was our faithful effort.169 He even praised 

World War II during 1930-45. This issue of Akegarasu Haya and True Pure Land Buddhism and 
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World War II will be discussed in later chapter.   

  

New Buddhists Fellowship, Socialism and Social Reform 

 

Shinbukkyo doushikai 新仏教同志会 (New Buddhists Fellowship) was founded in 1899, 

by young Buddhists reformers, such as Sakaino Kōyō 境野黄洋 (1871-1933),Takashima Beihō 

高島米峰 (1878-1940) and Watanabe Kaikyoku 渡辺海旭(1872-1933). The New Buddhists 

Fellowship was the young socially keen Buddhist group concerned with the social problems in 

the context of rise of capitalism and imperialism after the Russo-Japan War in 1904. Contrary to 

the internal pursuit of Kiyozawa’s School of Spirituality, New Buddhists Fellowship (NBF) tried 

to find the commonality of the Buddhist teaching of the “inter-dependent co-arising,” the 

community of Sangha with more socialistic ideas. Their tenets were: (1) Belief in the principle of 

Buddhism; (2) the fundamental improvement of society by Buddhist faith; (3) insistence on free 

discussion and research of Buddhism; (4) the total eradication of superstitious beliefs; (5) no 

recognition of Buddhist ecclesiastic privileges of clergy; (6) Independence from the state’s 

protection and interference.170  

NBF’s members were organized beyond the denominational boundaries and were as well 

actively interested in dialogue with non-Buddhists, such as Christians and socialists, especially 

Unitarians. NBF often identified their position in Buddhism with the Unitarians in Christianity.  

NBF often had the periodical meetings with the Unitarians and the Unitarians let NBF use their 

hall for the NBF social meetings. As many Christian socialists emerged from the Unitarians, 

many socialism sympathizers came from NBF. However NBF clearly distinguished the Buddhist 
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philosophy of paying more attention to spirituality from socialism with its focus on materialism. 

The NBF often had debates with socialists, especially Sakai Toshihiko堺利彦 (1871-1933), 

about Buddhist pantheism, theism and atheism. However, both were friendly with one another 

and interacted with each another based on social humanism. Thus, NBF was involved in social 

programs such as the abolishment of public prostitution, anti-alcoholism, labor movements, and 

peace movements which Christians also tended to favor. During the Russo-Japan War, though 

most Buddhists supported the war, NBF raised one small voice criticizing the war because of the 

suffering of poor people. Thus NBF was opposed to both the School of Spirituality as well as 

Shaku Sōen’s 釈宗演 (1860-1919) Imperial Buddhism.171   

  One remarkable thing about NBF which must be mentioned is that NBF represented 

only the minority of Buddhists who resisted and argued against the state sponsored Conference 

of the Three Religions (Sankyō Kaidō三教会同) in 1912. Initiated by Tokonami Takejirō床次

竹二郎 (1867-1936) of the Home Ministry, the state asked the three religions of Buddhism, 

Shinto and Christianity to mold the Japanese mind toward the kokutai ideology. This was to be 

done in the context of the state’s fear of the rise of revolutionary socialism after the High Treason 

Incident in 1910, the authority’s prosecution of the attempt at the assassination of the Meiji 

emperor.  

Most mainline Buddhist leaders yielded to the Conference of the Three Religions, but 

several leaders of NBF such as Takashima and Sakaino organized press conferences appealing to 

the public that Buddhist leaders should not to attend the Conference, and through the parliament 

attempted to stop the government’s interference with religions. They had an intense argument 

with Tokonami of the Home Ministry. As the result of public support, Tokonami’s first plan had 
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to be abandoned in favor of second plan. This effort of NBF must be credited, even though most 

Buddhist leaders yielded to the Conference.172 However, unlike socialists, NBF could not 

organize their programs into social movements in order to change the social structure but gradual 

social innovation because NBF’s members were mainly urban privileged intellectuals. 

Therefore, some Buddhists, who were not satisfied with the NBF’s gradual social 

innovation, and felt urgently compelled toward social change, became radical socialists and even 

anarchists. They included Uchiyama Gudō 内山愚堂 (1874-1911) Sōtō Zen priest, Takagi 

Kenmei 高木顕明 (1864-1914) Shin Buddhist priest, Sasaki Dōgen 佐々木道元, Shin Buddhist 

priest and Mineo Setsudō 峯尾節堂(1885-1919) Rinzai Zen priest.173 All four Buddhists were 

prosecuted for involvement of the High Treason Incident in 1910, along with another twenty-

five, led by a radical social anarchist, Kōtoku Shūsui幸徳秋水 (1871-1911) for an attempted 

assassination of the Meiji emperor and prince. The four Buddhists were not involved in the direct 

action of the assassination attempt but only had contact with those directly involved, due to their 

concern with social reform through socialism based on their Buddhist faith.  Unlike other 

socialists, those Buddhist socialists were not interested in just copying of the Western theories of 

socialism. They constructed their own socialism based on their Buddhist faith in universal 

salvation and compassion and experience with the people’s struggles and suffering at the grass 

roots level in their parishes.174 Those Buddhist socialists provide very important sources for us to 

examine the new light on Buddhist social ethics against the state in Japan, even though most of 

Meiji Buddhists compromised with the state ideology of kokutai and its policy. The relationship 

between Buddhism and socialism in terms of Buddhist social ethics in details will be discussed 
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in later chapter.    
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CHAPTER 4 
 
 

SOCIAL AND POLITICAL CONTEXTS AND IDEOLOGICAL TRANSFORMATION 

OF KOKUTAI FROM THE TAISHŌ ERA TO World War II THROUGH THE SHŌWA 

ERA 

 

In the Beginning of the Taishō Era and the Emperor Yoshihito 嘉仁  (1912-1926) 

 

The death of the Meiji emperor Mutsuhito 睦仁 (1852-1912) on July 30th 1912 was the 

end of the Meiji era and the turning point of modern Japanese history. His son prince Yoshihito 

became the new emperor and the new era, Taishō, began in 1912. The Meiji emperor was the 

symbol of the establishment of the modern-nation-state under the pressure of Western 

colonialism and the unequal treaties with Western nations. During the Meiji emperor’s reign, two 

wars, the Sino-Japan War in 1894 and the Russo-Japan War in 1905, took place and Japan 

eventually won both wars with enormous cost. Japan became not only the one firmly established 

independent nation in East Asia but also gained empire status by the acquisition of Taiwan, half 

of Sakhalin, the Southern Manchuria and eventually the annexation of Korea in 1910. Therefore, 

Japan revised all unequal treaties with Western nations to gain equal status with them and even 

made a mutual alliance with England, the most powerful empire in the world at that time. 

Thus, the Taishō emperor Yoshihito became not only the symbol of nationalism, but also 

of the world empire through modernization and westernization. The Taishō emperor was the first 

emperor to visit Taiwan and Korea outside of Japan as well as to send his son prince Hirohito to 

England for study in 1921. His love of Western cultures and ideas allowed Hara Kei 原敬 (1856-
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1921) to become the prime minister, the first party politician to do so in 1918.175 The Taishō 

emperor was well known for his love of technology especially automobiles and films so that he 

encouraged joining the World Expo. When Yoshihito was a prince, his father Meiji emperor was 

even worried about Yoshihito’s love of Western culture. The Taishō emperor was famous for 

loving his wife and three children since he was the first emperor to practice monogamy.176  

Furthermore, the most important event during the Taishō era was Japan’s participation in 

World War I in alliance with England in 1914. Japan attacked the German troops in China and 

the South Pacific. After the Allies’ victory, Japan became one of the five superpower nations in 

the world and joined the formation of the League of Nations as one of the five Permanent 

Council members. At the Treaty of Versailles in 1919, Japan even proposed the “racial equality 

cause” though England, France and eventually the U.S. rejected it. Woodrow Wilson’s peace 

policy was welcomed in Japan, so that the Taishō emperor issued Taiheishōsho太平詔書 (the 

Great Rescript for Peace) in 1920 in resonance with Wilson’s peace policy. Japan participated in 

the Washington Arms Conference and even accepted the Washington Naval Treaty in 1921 for 

the reduction of the army and navy according to the League of Nation’s disarmament philosophy. 

The Taishō emperor, unlike the Meiji emperor who distanced himself from the Japanese 

subjects, attempted to have a closer relationship with his people by following the example of the 

British monarchy. Thus, during the Taishō era, the focus shifted to democracy, popular 

participation and appealing to the masses. 

After the World War I, Japanese industries, trades, and modern capitalism almost tripled. 

The mass media such as newspapers, telephones, radios and films were generally accessed. The 

Taishō emperor loved those new media technologies and encouraged their development. His 
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widely known image of loving his family promoted emerging nuclear families of the new middle 

class for urban industrial development. These accessible and people-friendly images of the 

Taishō emperor and his family contributed to the evolution of the Meiji kokutai image into 

kokutai more responsive to the people in the democratic and international context of the Taishō 

period.  

This was a state strategy to adjust the image of kokutai and the emperor in order to 

sustain it and counter the rise of democratic populism. However, because he suffered from 

neurological problems, his son, twenty year old crown prince, Hirohito裕仁, became Sesshō 摂

政 (The Prince Regent) to do his father’s work in November, 1921. The Taishō emperor 

Yoshihito died on December 25th 1926 from a heart attack after pneumonia. Several historians 

have debated whether the Taishō emperor had the ability to handle the public work; some 

conservative power such as Genrō 元老 (the Keeper of the Privy Seal), and Jijūchō 侍従長

(Imperial Household Minister) were worried about his progressive ideas and weak health. 

Therefore, they planned to confine the Taishō emperor in order to let young prince Hirohito 

succeed quickly for the restoration of the spirit of the Meiji era.177 

At any rate, through films, radios and newspapers, the people experienced more direct 

and closer contact with the emperor without intermediate hierarchy. These accessible images of 

the people’s emperor and his family ironically opened up the foundation for more totalizing of 

the imagined community of kokutai. In other words, when Japanese society faced unexpected 

depression or social chaos, the new images of the democratic emperor might have contributed to 
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the rise of ultra-nationalistic mass movements at the grass roots level during the Shōwa period 

after the Taishō emperor’s death in 1926.178 This issue will be discussed in the later section.  

 

The Rise of Popular Social Movements 

 

During the Taishō period, as I said above, people’s rights and democratic notions became 

popular. Yoshino Sakuzō吉野作造 (1878-1933), a professor of Tokyo Imperial University and a 

Protestant Christian, provided the ideological foundation.179 Yoshino emphasized the democratic 

idea, so called, Minpon-shugi民本主義. According to Andrew Gordon, this is best translated as 

“imperial democracy,” with its acknowledgement of constitutional authority of the emperor 

instead of “democracy” Minshu-shugi.180 Yoshino’s idea supported the people’s constitutional 

rights to check the power of the government and military through the parliament elected by the 

people. Thus the executive government cabinet must be a representative of the majority party in 

the parliament, not selected by the emperor’s advisory elders and military. As Yoshino Sakuzō 

mentioned, Minpon-shugi, the imperial democracy created popular social movements in Japan in 

resonance with international democratic movements influenced by the League of Nations and the 

Russian Revolution in 1917.  

There were six major and three minor popular riots from 1905 to 1918 in the “Era of 

Popular Violence,” according to Gordon.181 These riots were sometimes driven by accidental 

crowds or sometimes organized deliberately. But they must have been spread by mass-media in 

order to have created organized movements or public opinion. The significant popular riots 
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which acted as a political force were日比谷騒動 the “Hibiya Riot” in 1905, 護憲運動 the 

“Movement of Constitutional Government” in 1913 and 1914, 米騒動 the “Rice Riots” in 1918 

and the “Samil Movement” (March 1st of the Korean Independence Movement) in 1919.  

These riots tended to have had own pattern of three stages; first, organized political 

groups would rally when an issue engaged their attention. Lawyers, journalists, local and 

national politicians with diverse backgrounds sought out like-minded groups, created joint 

committees, called meetings, adopted resolutions and petitions, and presented them to authorities 

by using a sympathetic press to publicize their cause.182 Second, organizers reached out to the 

general public by calling a series of lecture meetings in well-known halls, attracting 100 to over 

10,000 people. At its height, this second stage was still peaceful and an outdoor assembly, named 

kokumin-taikai国民大会 either, “citizens” or a “people’s” rally. Third, crowds often turned 

violent. Riots began as a result of rallies even though the rallies did not always end in violence 

and authorities often shaped the consequences.183  

These kinds of popular movements, however, had already existed in the Meiji period as 

Jiyu-Minken-Undō,自由民権運動 the “Freedom and Popular Rights Movements.” However, the 

conservative Meiji government policy suppressed them. 

One of the first well-known events in the Meiji era was the Hibiya Riots in 1905. Over 

30,000 people crowded into Hibiya Park in Tokyo to demonstrate their resentment and anger; 

they felt that Japan received less than deserved after Japan’s victory over Russia in 1905. The 

people felt that Japanese government was weak in negotiating with Russia at Portsmouth in the 

U.S., which was mediated by President Theodore Roosevelt, though the Japanese people paid the 

enormous cost of over 80,000 human lives and heavy taxes. The angry mass attacked police 
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stations and the government offices mainly, so that 70% of police stations in Tokyo were 

destroyed.184 The people in the Hibiya Riot were motivated by a popular nationalism since the 

Russo-Japan War was the first time that the Japanese people fought abroad (in Manchuria), as 

representing the nation.   

After the Meiji emperor’s death in 1912, the popular movements focusing on the people’s 

rights arose again during the Taishō era. One of the most successful people’s demonstrations was 

the “Movement for Constitutional Government of 1913.”185 The party politicians in the 

parliament and newspapers opposed Prime Minister Katsura Tarō’s 桂太郎 (1847-1913) strong 

support for two new army divisions since Katsura was nominated for Prime Minister by a 

decision behind closed doors between the Keeper of Privy Seal and the military elders. In 1914 

the scandal of corrupt arms dealing in the navy hastened joint action on the part of three 

overlapping groups of organizations. The party leaders assembled hundreds of meetings, which 

as reported by the press, attracted over 20,000 people and eventually over 30,000 people rallied 

around the parliament in Hibiya and demanded the resignation of Prime Minister Katsura. 

Katsura eventually resigned and the cabinet was dismissed. But this information about Katsura’s 

resignation was not immediately conveyed to the crowd so that the riot began. Unlike the Hibiya 

Riot in which the crowd attacked mainly the police stations and the Home Ministry, this time, the 

crowd attacked the pro-government newspaper buildings. In other words, they were clearly 

aware of political force of newspapers, so called, “mass-media” in order to form public 

opinion.186 This ethos continued until the Universal Suffrage Law was enacted in 1925.    
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The Rice Riots took place on a nationwide scale in 1918. The housewives in Toyama 

prefecture began complaining about the price of rice on July 23, 1918; since the Japanese 

government decided to send troops with other European nations to Siberia right after the Russian 

Revolution in 1917, the rice merchants, alongside the Japan Sea close to Siberia, monopolized 

the rice in order to sell to the government at a high price. Therefore, on July 23, angry 

housewives confronted the rice merchants to demand that the rice not be transported from their 

area to the other area to reduce the price. The police arrested those vulnerable housewives and 

the local newspapers reported this incident, condemning the police and the rice merchants. These 

local newspapers’ reports were immediately circulated among the national newspapers and 

ignited the people’s anger towards the authorities and the rice merchants. Then the Rice Riots 

spread nationwide; the crowd confronted the rice merchants, demanding fair prices, smashing 

storefronts of all types and attacking police boxes nationwide for fifty-six days until September 

15.187 Prime Minister Terauchi Masatake寺内正毅 (1852-1919) and his cabinet resigned on 

September 29th in 1918 and were replaced by Hara Kei 原敬 (1856-1921) at the head of Japan’s 

first political party cabinet.188 

The Rice Riots in 1918 provide more evidence of the separation of social and political 

groupings involved in earlier crowd mobilization. They show that the urban poor could act 

without significant prompting from the educated leaders of the imperial democratic movement; 

in contrast to earlier incidents, rioters went into action without direct or indirect encouragement 

from any formal leadership organizations.189 Thus, this incident became a trauma for the ruling 

class and an inspiration for the radicals. At the Rice Riots the Japanese government realized 
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again the political force of the newspapers. Therefore authorities tried to control newspapers with 

whatever means, including lese majeste, so as to shut down the anti-government newspapers. 

The government could not constitutionally suppress the media because of democratic mass 

movements and parliamentary power. Hence, lese majeste was the only way to shut down the 

anti-government media as anti-constitutional.  

Finally, the Samil Movement (The March 1st of Korean Independence Movement) in 

1919 was also a shock to the Japanese government. Korea was annexed by Japan in 1910 after 

Japan’s victory over Russia in the Russo-Japan War in 1905 under international recognition. 

However, after World War I, Woodrow Wilson’s self-determination and Japan’s own proposal of 

the “racial equality clause” at the Versailles Treaty in 1918 inspired the Korean people. Over two 

million Korean people, led by Christian and other religious leaders, demonstrated marching and 

shouting for their own independence with Korean national flags throughout Korea. 

The Japanese Governor-General of Korea was Hasegawa Yoshimichi長谷川好道, an 

army general, who was proud of his control over Korea by troops, was shocked and used the 

military to crack down on this movement. Over 7000 Koreans were killed, over 15,000 wounded 

and 46,000 were arrested, according to a Korean historian’s viewpoint.190 The Japanese 

parliament, newspapers and progressive intellectuals like Yoshino Sakuzo, Ishibashi Tanzan 石橋

湛山(1884-1971) and Yanagi Muneyoshi 柳宗悦 accused Hasewaga’s military governance of 

Korea of ineffectiveness and demanded Governor-General Hasegawa to be replaced by the new 

Governor-General Saito Makoto斉藤実(1858-1936). The new Governor focused on cultural 

more than military means to mold the Korean people’s minds towards becoming subjects of the 
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Japanese Empire, though military control was in the background. Based on the Governor Saito’s 

policy, the next Governor-General Ugaki Kazushige 宇垣一成(1868-1956) requested Japanese 

Buddhists, in cooperation with Korean Buddhists, to mold the Korean people’s minds towards 

Naisen Ittai 内鮮一体 (the Unity of Japanese and Koreans under the emperor) since State Shinto 

was quite foreign to Koreans. This policy is called, the Shinden Undō 心田運動 (The Cultivation 

of the Mind Movement) in 1935-7.191 This will be discussed in a later chapter.  However, the 

March 1st Independent Movement of Korea in 1919 implanted deep fear in the minds of the 

Japanese colonial rulers as well as the ordinary Japanese of Koreans’ strong will and passion for 

independence.  

 Hence the “Era of Popular Violence,” as Gordon put it, had a quite remarkable impact on 

Japanese politics, social labor movements, intellectuals, the social psyche and even religions 

during the Taishō and later the Showa period. Before the Rice Riots, the party leaders in the 

parliament were the leading force, assembling the political meetings and mass gatherings and 

directing the crowd towards a certain political agenda in cooperation with the mass media. 

However, those party leaders in the parliament were basically pro-business and liberal free 

market internationalists, urban liberal intellectuals or progressive landlords in the local areas. 

When the Rice Riots erupted nationwide, Hara Kei, who became the first Prime Minister who 

was a party politician due to the riot’s political impact, also feared an extreme mass revolutionary 

radicalism, resembling the Russian Revolution in 1917 one year before the Rice Riots. That was 

why the people took action without the party politicians’ leadership because they knew that the 

party politicians would not join.  
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After the Rice Riots, the mass popular movements went in four directions; the first one 

was the bourgeois liberal party parliament movements including the new middle class liberal 

intellectuals; the second one was the proletarian mass labor movements (The Japanese 

Community Party was founded in July 1922); the third one was the ultra-nationalist 

revolutionary grass-roots movements (an ultra-nationalist, Kita Ikki’s 北一輝 The Plan for the 

Reconstruction of Japan in 1919); the fourth one was the emerging new religions. These four 

divisions were not clear-cut and often intersected one another.  

The magazine Kaizō 改造 (The Reconstruction) became the most popular publication 

among the people. The title indicated; since the people felt enormous ideological, political, 

economic and spiritual challenges and uncertainty in post World War I Japan, they desperately 

sought new visions to reconstruct the Japanese society in either right or left directions.192  

 

The Emergence of New Religions and the Taishō Spiritualism 

 

Owning to the rise of popular movements as well as the stagnation of State Shinto and 

Buddhist establishments, the disillusionment of the bourgeois party system in Taishō imperial 

democracy and in liberal capitalism, many people looked for new religions as a spiritual 

revolution for the reconstruction of themselves and the society of Japan. 

Two types of new religions emerged; first of all, they focused on Shuyō 修養 (self-

cultivation) and self-spiritual transformation only. If each individual becomes transformed, the 

society would become better. This personalistic idea somehow resonated with Taishō 

individualism.  Second, there were new religions, which were focused on not only self-
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transformation but also the apocalyptic vision of the reconstruction of the entire society. The first 

one were Ittō-en 一灯園 (The House of One Light) founded by Nishida Tenkō 西田天香	 	 

(1872-1968); Kibōsha希望社 (The House of Hope) by Gotō Seika後藤静香; Muga-en無我園 

(The House of Selflessness) by Itō Shōshin 伊藤證信(1876-1963); Hasunuma Monzō蓮沼門三

(1882-1980)’s Shuyōdan 修養団 (The League of Self-Cultivation); Shiio Benkyō 椎尾弁匡

(1876-1971)’s Kyōseikai共生会 (The Association for the Mutual Co-Dependency); and 

Reiyūkai 霊友会 (The Association for the Spiritual Fellowship) by Odani Kimi 小谷喜美(1901-

71) and Kubo Kadotarō 久保角太郎(1893-1944), all based on an existential interpretation of 

Buddhist teachings and personal conversion experiences in response to the suffering of social 

and economic desperation in the Taishō and the Showa periods. The second type was represented 

by Ōmoto-kyō 大本教 by Deguchi Nao 出口なお (1837-1918) and Deguchi Onizaburō 出口王

仁三郎 (1871-1948); Hitono-michi ひとのみち教団 (The Way of Humanity) by Miki 

Tokuharu御木徳一 (1870-1938) and his son Miki Tokuchika 御木徳近 (1900-1983) were based 

on the new interpretation of the sectarian Shinto.193  

Most of these new religions were lay organized movements, though some of their 

founders were ordained Buddhist or Shinto priests, and was based on the founder’s personal and 

existential suffering and conversion in the context of his problems with the new business 

capitalism.  Their movements also rapidly developed in the context of urban areas. Their 

methods in spreading their teachings were the effective use of magazines, newspapers and radio.  

These features resonated with the Taishō democracy.  
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Nishida Tenkō, for example, failed in his business in Hokkaido and had a huge debt. He 

struggled with the meaning of life in a wicked society and sought a spiritual meaning. He had a 

spiritual conversion experience, realizing that human beings are born alone as a baby and died 

alone and everything is given by Mother Nature or Heaven. Nishida decided to live without 

possessions and spent all day in serving other people. Several people were attracted by his life 

style and formed the commune life, Ittō-en (The House of One Light).  

However, eventually the Ittō-en of Nishida, and Hasumuma, and Ito were clearly aware 

of the suffering of the working people under harsh capitalism, they eventually shied away from 

the structured problems of the society. Rather, they focused on the inner transformation of the 

personal ego and emphasized On 恩 (gratitude or thankfulness) in any given situation, so as to 

endure in a kind of self-blaming system. Therefore, as I will mention in the next section, the state 

asked for and utilized those new religions for the sake of “moral suasion” in terms of molding 

the minds of the people for the national goal.   

   Ōmoto-kyō  
 Ōmoto-kyō was founded by the charismatic leaders, Deguchi Nao and Deguchi 

Onizaburō under the harsh environment of poverty and family suffering. Nao was a woman who 

had a drunken husband and mentally sick children and suffered at bottom of the bottom of 

society as a woman. Nao eventually received a revelation that this evil world, including the 

emperor and the empire and modern capitalism, would soon come to an end and a new nation 

would be built based on mercy and mutual respect. This was a sharp criticism of the hypocrisy of 

the official kokutai ideology.  Deguchi Onizaburō, son in law of Nao inherited Ōmoto-kyō and 

rapidly developed it in the cities and it eventually became the largest new religion during 1920-

30’s through publishing its own magazine and newspapers. Ōmoto-kyō had 400,000 
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memberships, and their daily newspaper, Taishō Nichinichi Shinbun 大正日日新聞 (Taishō 

Daily Newspaper) had 480,000 subscriptions in 1920.194   

Onizaburō changed Nao’s shamanistic apocalyptic criticism of kokutai, by interpreting 

Shinto doctrine and writing in new ways to provide a new understanding of kokutai and the 

emperor’s for the call of the “Showa Restoration” to reconstruct the society. Many young 

military officers joined Ōmoto-kyō to carry out their passion for radical change of the society, 

“the Showa Restoration.”  

However, a close examination of his teaching of kokutai and State Shinto eventually 

outraged the state and the state condemned Ōmoto-kyō as a dangerous heresy. Consequently, the 

state first persecuted Onizaburō as lese majeste on February 1921, and eventually destroyed their 

temples and arrested one thousand leaders and followers of Ōmoto-kyō on December 8th 1935.195 

I will discuss this in a later chapter regarding its relationship with Buddhists and the state’s 

religious policy.   

 

The State’s “Moral Suasion” in Cooperation with the New Middle Class and 

Religions 

  
During and after the First World War, the Japanese state wanted to develop methods of 

molding Japanese minds in response to the rise of democratic notions and the radical mass social 

movements, as I mentioned in the previous section. The state wanted to elevate the people’s life 

styles to the status of one of the five superpower nations in the world which Japan attained after 

World War I. The state wanted to create half-governmental and half-private communal 
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organizations in urban areas as well as wealthy bourgeois landlords in order to meet the needs of 

the state in post World War I period.196 

The state’s method of molding the Japanese people’s minds was called Kyōka (教化) 

policy. According to Sheldon Garon, this is best translated as “moral suasion.”197 The purpose of 

moral suasion by the state was to teach the people to internalize suitable values. First of all, it 

was the value of self-reliance without dependence upon the state’s welfare, such as a 

commitment to diligence, thrift and good habits. Secondly, the state tried to implant the notion of 

the modern state-nation in the mind of the masses by managing everyday life as the key part of 

programs to build up national and economic power.198 

The state, however, realized that simple imposition of the old morality of loyalty, filial 

piety and patriotism would not work in the new middle class after World War I. Instead, the state 

wanted to raise the people’s social morality as good public citizenship by cooperation with 

private “moral suasion” groups and the religious groups, so that the people would not be tempted 

to revolutionary socialism or anarchism in the context of the enactment of the Universal Suffrage 

Law in the Taishō imperial democracy.199    

Thus, the state began many projects of “moral suasion” which looked like the people’s 

volunteer movements: beginning with the Local Improvement Campaign (1906-1918), The 

Boshin Imperial Rescript in 1908, Minryoku Kanyō Undō民力涵養運動 (The Campaign to 

Foster People’s Strength) in 1919 by the Home Ministry, which was to encourage savings and a 
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frugal life style and awareness of self-responsibility as good citizens  of the Japanese empire,  

one of five great nations after World War I, Kokumin Seishin Sakkō ni kansuru Shōsho 国民精神

作興に関する詔書 (The Imperial Rescript regarding the Promotion of National Spirit) in 

October, 1923 after the Great Kanto Earthquake in September 1st,  Kinken Shōrei Undō 勤倹奨

励運動(The Campaign to Encourage Diligence and Thrift) in 1924-26, Kyoka Dōin Undō教化

動員運動(The Campaign to Moral Suasion Mobilization) in 1929-30, Seikatsu Kaizen Undō 生

活改善運動(The Campaign to Daily Life Improvement) in 1934, Finally, Kokumin Seishin 

Sōdōin Undō 国民精神総動員運動(The National Spiritual Mobilization Campaign) in 1937-40. 

Kyōka Dantai Rengōkai 教化団体連合 (The Federation of Moral Suasion Groups) was 

founded in 1924 by the Home Ministry. The Education Ministry in 1925 counted seven or eight 

hundred moral suasion groups, and estimated their membership in the tens of thousand. In Osaka 

alone, some five thousand moral suasion commissioners (kyōka iin教化委員) served as liaisons 

among local suasion groups in 1926.200 Kyōka Dōin Undō 教化動員運動 (The Campaign to 

Moral Suasion Mobilization) in 1929-30 took place after the Hirohito’s Tairei 大礼(The 

Coronation Ceremony) throughout 1928. 

Sheldon Garon laid out the relationship between the Japanese state and society, which is 

quite different from the West. Westerners may be puzzled by the Japanese state’s cooperation 

with many private women’s organizations for the campaign.201 

First of all, it is important to realize that the state manipulated religious policy to 

rationalize orthodoxy with the exclusion of new religions as heterodoxy. This was one of the 

state’s skills in molding the social mind of the Japanese people according to the interest of the 
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state.202 

Second, the gender and sexuality issue is the clue to expose the evolution of the Japanese 

state’s social management skill. A legal prostitution has been an important aspect of any society 

to be managed by the state that desires to preserve family values and maintain working 

populations.203  

These are the evidences of the state’s confidence in the people or private groups, 

especially the new progressive middle class’s active participation in implementation of the state 

policy for modernization as well. This is Garon’s unique historiography: Marxist historians are 

concerned with the notion of conflict between the state and the liberal new middle class 

including the private grass roots movements. This view usually sees the people and the new 

middle class as victims of the state, as Marxist historiography typically does. Although the 

conflict between two cannot be denied, we are more concerned with the new urban middle 

class’s active participation in the formation of the state’s modernization policy and agenda. In 

other words, instead of seeing the conflict between authoritarian bureaucrats and progressive 

middle-class, one sees an increase of collaboration among high civil bureaucrats, graduates from 

the Imperial Universities and the progressive middle class of professionals, educators, and 

journalists for the moral suasion of the people. It is surprising to see the cooperation of high rank 

bureaucrats with even the Protestant social reformers to improve lower class habits and 

behaviors toward the modernization and the westernization.204   

Thus, it is more appropriate to use the terminology “moral suasion,” instead of “social 

control” or “emperor-system ideology,” in order to explain the relatively successful Japanese 

state’s formation of policy in the people’s everyday lives with the cooperation with the new 
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intellectual middle classes. One must also be critical of simply seeing two divided periods 1910-

1920’s (democratic period and conflict between state and the people) and 1930-45’s (creating the 

state’s control over the people) as well as the post-war democratic liberation.  

The state looked like practicing what the people demanded, because there was a 

collaboration between numerous Home and the Education Ministry’s bureaucrats and the local 

non-governmental organizations, the so called “moral suasion groups.” Hence the “People’s 

Total Spirit Mobilization” in 1937-40’s for the Fifteen Years War was only possible based on 

liberal Hamaguchi cabinet’s 浜口内閣 “Moral Suasion Mobilization Campaign” in 1920’s.205 

Therefore, these three aspects are critically important for the “moral suasion”: the role of 

the middle class, the appeal of modernization, and the significance of gender and women’s role 

in policy making. The issue of gender and women’s role in the Japanese state’s social 

management is significant in terms of the regulation of prostitution, illicit sexuality, and 

women’s household role in the family. For example, one can understand why the Japanese state 

constantly suppressed new religions like Tenri-kyō and Ōmoto-kyō etc., which were founded by 

women, attracted many married women, and exalted the public role of women’s leadership.206   

One of the important moral suasions by the Education Ministry was to regulate religions 

between orthodoxy and heterodoxy as well as regulate the role of gender and keep women into 

household status only. Thus, Japanese state was constantly involved in the integration of 

women’s local organizations into the state’s agenda in terms of its saving campaign, frugality in 

consumption, and ethics of hard work and support of the husband.207 
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Welfare system 

  

The roots of Japanese welfare tradition by the state can be traced back into the 

Tokugawa Shogunate period in both peasant villages and urban areas. The Shogunate and 

daimyos, according to Confucian benevolence, promoted the community responsibility for 

mutual assistance initiated by the authorities. In a desperate situation of the community as a 

whole, the authorities directly intervened financially to help since without the rice tax, the 

authorities themselves could not survive. It was, however, Ninomiya Sontoku 二宮尊徳 who 

provided moral suasion of hard work, self-help morality. Ninomiya insisted that without 

authority’s financial assistance, a farmer can justify getting rich based on one’s own effort and 

skill. Ninomiya’s self help (community’s mutual help effort) influenced the authorities and the 

popular view of welfare in Japan.  

 After the Meiji Restoration, the government centralized the system of welfare even more. 

However, the state still emphasized benevolence of the emperor and coordinating between the 

local intermediate organizations and the poor in the villages through the family’s and 

community’s mutual assistance. Due to the increase of government debt for military because of 

the wars, they needed to slash the financial relief assistance. By employing the British Malthus 

theory of self-reliance and individualism without state assistance, the state reduced monetary 

assistance and required more of family and relatives as well as the private charity.  

Though the German type of universal state’s assistance for the poor was proposed, the 

parliament refused the proposal. The Japanese state again promoted Ninomiya’s self-reliance 

with the communitarian mutual assistance and the collective responsibility in the rural areas. The 

state organized Hōtoku-kai 報徳会 revitalizing Ninomiya’s spirit in the rural communities. 
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However, in the urban areas with the increase of population and industrial revolution, the 

problems of the poor became more complicated.  

Garon exposes the best kept secret in Japanese welfare history: Japanese Protestant 

leaders such as Yamamuro Gunpei 山室軍平 (1872-1940) of the Salvation Army and Tomeoka 

Kousuke essentially contributed to the establishment of state social management for urban poor 

with a social work system. The state cooperated with those Protestant leader’s experiences and 

knowledge about urban social worker system in the U.S. Those Protestant social workers praised 

the self-reliance and moral reform without dependence with the state. However, instead of 

community and family self-reliance in Hōtoku-kai, those Protestant social workers for the urban 

poor emphasized the individual moral reform and individual self-reliance. 

Another aspect of the modern Japanese state’s welfare system was the Imperial Gift for 

the poor. In response to the 1910 attempts to assassinate the Meiji emperor, 1918 the Rice Riots, 

as well as the increase of socialism, the Japanese state had to emphasize the benevolence of the 

Imperial Family. The single largest private donations and gifts came from the Imperial House. 

The Japanese state advertised this Imperial Gift for the poor by using mass media to emphasize 

the benevolence of the Imperial Family. The state organized this Imperial Gift as Saisei-kai to 

manage the funds to distribute to the poor in order to gain the gratitude of the poor and to 

encourage their diligent work and self-effort.  

Thus Garon summarized the Japanese state’s welfare policy as administratively simple, 

strongly moralizing, relatively unaffected by taxpayer’s opposition to public assistance, and 

rooted in the traditional relationship between the benevolent ruler and his subjects.208 

Between World War I and World War II, the Japanese government had to adopt the 

Western style of welfare in which the state was responsible for the poor without any familial 
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responsibility. Prosperity resulting from the urban industrial economy also led to the tension of 

labor unions, the Rice Riots and the rise of socialism. However, the Japanese government did not 

totally adopt the Western style of universal social work system. They eventually invented, a so-

called “district commissioner” by the “people of virtue” without being paid by the state. Such 

volunteer leaders as a district commissioner came from middle class citizens who dealt with the 

lower class everyday. They visited the poor without state funds, and organized charitable systems 

to assist the poor in their district. Even middle class leaders in the district competed to become a 

district commissioner because of its honorable position and reputation. The Japanese state took 

advantage of the volunteer commissioners to save state funds. The district commissioners also 

did not help the poor only with state funds. Though apparently in a modernized form, the essence 

of the district commissioner system was none other than Ninomiya Sontoku’s mutual assistance 

of the family and the community and neighbors in the Tokugawa period.  

Due to the district commissioner’s supports, the Law of the Relief and Protection was 

enacted on January 1st 1931. However, due to the increase of militarism as well as a national 

mobilization for the war effort after 1931, ironically, the Japanese welfare system came most to 

resemble the Western universal welfare during the war in 1937. The Military Assistant Law 

provided welfare to wounded soldiers and their families without community and familial 

affiliations. The district commissioners transformed their mission from assisting the poor to 

mobilizing human resource for the war effort.  

This total state control of the welfare system having been established during the war 

impacted the welfare system of post-war Japan. Most importantly, this district commissioner 

system by the volunteer middle class has lasted long in the Japanese welfare system: by 

combining the moral suasion of self-help with a mutual assistance in the community through the 
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intermediate non-government groups but initiated by the state. 

  

Orthodoxy and Heterodoxy in the New Policy of Religion 

 

Garon explores how the Japanese state changed its definitions of orthodoxy and 

heterodoxy in the period from 1868 to 1945. Garon is critical of the view that the top down 

“emperor-system” was the primary cause of the suppression of new religions before 1945. If the 

“emperor system” was the only cause for religious suppression, one cannot explain why a kind of 

tolerance towards new religions had existed between 1890 and 1935. Moreover, it cannot be 

explained why the government failed twice to pass the legislation of the Religious Organization 

Law in the1920’s. Garon is also skeptical of State Shinto as the cause of the persecution of 

religions since middle class intellectuals as well as the established religious institutions 

encouraged the state to persecute new emerging religious sects.209 Some established religious 

institutions, however, took advantage of the state to suppress new religions that competed with 

the religious establishment in terms of appealing to the masses. 

Garon pays attention to the notion of modernization and socially progressive ideas after 

1900 among the elite bureaucrats, the liberal intellectuals, and the religious establishments. 

These three constituents had much more in common than we thought. They encouraged 

modernization and westernization in terms of progressive science, social moral stability, and 

scientific health care system. Thus for them, new emerging religions, such as Ōmoto-kyō and 

Hitonomich-kyōdon etc., looked like encouraging “superstitious” and chaotic moral disorder 

among the masses.210 In the1920’s, the state was tolerant towards liberal intellectuals, the labor 
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movement and religions including new religions. In the 1930’s, why did the state persecute the 

new religions as harshly as communists? Garon points out the significance of Japan’s imperial 

expansion over Manchuria and China, so that the state needed to recruit healthy men and women 

for the massive mobilization. The progressive bureaucrats trusted modern science and social 

progressiveness controlled by the state in order to establish uniformity and centralization of 

social health care and welfare of the masses. Such progressive bureaucrats who graduated from 

Tokyo Imperial University became leaders of the Special Higher Police and persecuted the new 

religions and the communists as the enemies of social progress and the state order.  

Most surprisingly, a new progressive Buddhist group, so called, New Buddhists 

Fellowship group (shin bukkyō dōshikai新仏教同志会) led by Waseda University professor, 

Takashima Beihō高島米峰, urged the state to suppress Ōmoto-kyō and Hitonomichi as religious 

deceptions. It did not matter whether or not the new religions were most enthusiastic about 

worshipping the emperor, they seemed to violate the most important policy of the state, lese-

majeste grew out of their irrationality, superstition, spiritual healing, and corruption of public 

morals.211 For the state authority, Ōmoto-kyō and Hitonomichi were pro-women, allowing 

women to preach and lead and squeezing money from poor lay people. 

  

The Kantō Great Earthquake関東大震災  on September 1, 1923 and the Massacre 

of Koreans and Socialists 

  

At 11.58A.M., on September 1st 1923, the great earthquake in the Greater Tokyo area 

(Kantō関東) occurred with a magnitude of 7.9. In addition to the earthquake, owing to a strong 
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wind from the south, the wooden structures of Japanese houses and cooking in the middle of 

dining, the fire spread quickly and burned a huge area of Tokyo. As the result, over 100,000 

people were killed. The people panicked and easily believed irrational rumors, such as the 

Koreans had set the fire and planned the revolt conspiring with socialists and communists. The 

government established the martial law. Because the government feared the people’s anger and 

frustration towards the authority of the state, however, it used these rumors to turn the people’s 

anger towards the Koreans and socialists. The Japanese people also clearly remembered the 

March 1st Independence Movement of Korea in 1919 and knew the Koreans’ strong resentment 

towards the Japanese oppression. This increased not only the fear of the police and military 

towards the Koreans, but also that of ordinary citizens, so that they formed self-defense teams 

everywhere in Tokyo and searched the Koreans and killed them. One cannot know the exact 

numbers of Koreans killed, but according to a professor of Tokyo Imperial University, Yoshino 

Sakuzō, 2613 Koreans were killed.212 The secret police and military also took advantage of the 

situation to arrest socialists, communists and labor leaders and kill them.  These were the sad 

events of Japanese mass hysteria based on their own racial bias; ordinary citizens may often 

become vicious mass murderers more than the police and military. This may resonate with the 

atrocities committed by the ordinary Japanese soldiers of low rank in Korea and China during 

World War II subsequently. A very few Buddhist and Christian leaders condemned such actions 

and demanded a critical examination regarding the massacre of the Koreans during the Kanto 

Great Earthquake.    
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  107 

The Failure of Economic Internationalism and Cooperation 

 

 Iriye Akira explains why and how the popular ideas of internationalism and peaceful 

cooperation with fair economic competition during the Taishō period failed.213 As I mentioned in 

the beginning of this chapter about the Taishō emperor and the Taishō era, with its alliance with 

England and the U.S. in World War I Japan accepted the Wilsonian post-war system of economic 

internationalism and cooperation by free and fair trade competition, thereby contributing to the 

formation of the League of Nations and the Washington Arms Reduction Treaty. Thus the 

Japanese representatives, Baron Makino Shinken 牧野伸顕 and Prince Saionji Kinmochi西園寺

公望 proposed the “racial equality clause” at the Versailles Treaty.214 

Rather than military expansionism, Japanese political, business and even military leaders 

during the 1920’s agreed that economic expansionism must be the priority of the nation by 

production of high quality goods through the fair and free international trade. This idea of 

peaceful internationalism and rational universalism of human rights was what the Taishō 

imperial democracy promoted through the party parliament politicians, urban industrial business 

leaders, and liberal intellectuals.  Beyond Japanese particularism, the goal of education must be 

to become “world citizens” through fair competition of individual ability and talent, thereby 

contributing to the progress of world civilization. In the post World War I period, Japanese felt 

that the Wilsonian U.S.A. was the hope of the world with whom Japan must cooperate and 

emulate in terms of their idea of fairness and freedom of the individual. In economical fact, 
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Japan’s best trade partner was the U.S.; 40% of Japanese exports were to the U.S. and Japan 

imported 40% of its raw materials from the U.S.  

The Japanese government and private groups even encouraged the people to immigrate to 

the outside world, so that thousand of Japanese immigrated to South America, North America, 

Manchuria, etc. and encouraged them to naturalize in the other nationalities without coming back 

as “world citizens.” 

However, this idea of international and peaceful economic interdependence was 

counteracted by two events; the U.S. Congresses’ Exclusion Act of Japanese Immigrants in 

1923-4 and the world financial panic in 1929.  After the Act of Exclusion, fifteen Japanese 

newspapers announced a joint statement; “America ought to know that the legislation excluding 

Japanese immigration was a slap in the face of “citizens of the entire world” who desired 

peace.”215 Many anti-America assemblies were held and many pro-American intellectuals 

became anti-American and “pan-Asianists.”   

After Japan had the Great Kantō Earthquake on September 1st 1923, when over 100,000 

people died, the Japanese had enormous difficulties psychologically and socio-politically. For 

that reason, in 1924, one year after the earthquake, the U.S.’s Act of Exclusion of Japanese 

Immigrants had an unimaginably negative impact on the Japanese psyche which had emulated 

Wilson’s idealism.  

Furthermore, after the 1929 world financial panic, even the U.S. and U.K, who declared 

for internationalism and peaceful economic fair and free trade in post World War I, initiated a 

bloc economy policy of protectionism. Thus, Japanese political and opinions leaders came to 

realize that the concept of internationalism and peaceful economic expansionism only existed in 

their imagination not in the reality. This ethos eventually led for the rise of “anti-Western, pan-
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Asianism,” “ultra-nationalism” and “military expansionism” in the 1930’s as the result of 

disillusionment with “internationalism,” “universalism,” and “economic expansionism” of the 

1920’s. 

 

The Beginning of the Showa Era and the Showa Emperor Hirohito 
 

The Rise of Ultra-Nationalism and Militaristic Imperialism (1926-1945) 
 

 

Creating a Political and Emotional Space of Hirohito with the People 

 

Hirohito became the Showa emperor after his father the Taishō emperor died in 1926. 

The state dedicated most of year of 1928 to the celebration of the Coronation Ceremony of 

Hirohito, Tairei大礼. Since the popular riots and democratic demands had flourished in the 

Taishō era, the state tried to create emotional and visual spaces in which Hirohito and the 

common people would share by holding many ceremonies. Takashi Fujitani points out the 

significance of the Meiji emperor’s pageants through which the people became subject to the 

emperor’s gaze, as mentioned in chapter two about kokutai. However, unlike the Meiji emperor, 

while Hirohito was still a prince, the state created many projects in which Hirohito shared with 

the common people, including women and students who had been excluded in the previous 

events.  

In these events, Hirohito stood in front of the people without words; at the presence of the 

young emperor, the people sang the national anthem (kimigayo君が代) and cheered with Banzai 

万歳 (patriotic Japanese shout; literally means “ten thousand years”) initiated by Hirohito. Thus 

Hirohito and the common people shared a profound emotional union. These visual tactics of the 
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state, utilizing modern technologies of radio broadcasting and newspapers, multiplied the 

emotional spaces and times with Hirohito simultaneously nationwide.   

Hirohito was seen and imaged as the embodiment of youth, strength, health and the bright 

future of the Japanese empire, in contrast to his father the Taishō emperor Yoshihito and his 

sickness. Hirohito was seen as if the strong Meiji emperor were resurrected. Hence, the people 

felt a new emotional solidarity with young emperor Hirohito in a new imagined community of 

the empire.216 

 

The Rise of the Japanese Ultranationalist Movement in 1920-45 

 

As mentioned above, due to the rise of popular movements, especially the Rice Riots, the 

notion of individualism, disillusionment with liberal international capitalism and the party 

parliamentary politics, as well as the direct experiences of sharing the space and time with the 

emperor Hirohito, revolutionary radical ultranationalism emerged during the 1920-30’s.  

The first example was Asahi Heigo 朝日平吾 (1890-1921), a young intellectual of thirty 

years who had studied at a university, assassinated the top of a business group of the Yasuda安

田 zaibatsu 財閥 (a large industrial combine created in the 1890’s, usually by a single family, as 

part of the process of industrialization) Yasuda Zenjirō安田善次郎, and finally killed himself on 

September 3, 1921. Before Asahi took action, he sent letters to two major newspapers and Kita 

Ikki, an ultranationalist thinker. Asahi’s message was; (1) Bury the traitorous millionaires; (2) 

Crush the present political parties; (3) Bury the high officials and nobility; (4) Bring about 
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universal suffrage; (5) Abolish provisions for inheritance of rank and wealth; (6) Nationalize the 

land and bring relief to tenant farmers; (7) Confiscate all fortunes about 100,000 yen; (8) 

Nationalize big business; (9) Reduce military service to one year.217 

Asahi was clearly aware of the people’s sufferings because of bad working conditions in 

the urban areas, the corruption of party politicians and the fear of growing international 

communism that might destroy national identity. Asahi called his direct action of assassination as 

the beginning of the “Taishō Restoration” in order to restore the emperor’s direct rule by 

eliminating the establishment of corrupt politicians, the emperor’s advisors and the big business 

groups.  

Asahi finally urged youngsters in the letter:  

Don’t speak, don’t get excited, don’t be conspicuous. You must be quiet, and simply stab, 
stick, cut and shoot. No need to organize. Just sacrifice your life. Work out your own way 
of doing this, then prepare the way for the revolution. Forget about self-interest, and do 
not think about your own name or fame. Just die, just sleep.218 

 
Asahi’s motive was quite different from the assassinations during the Meiji period. Then, 

mostly ex-samurai assassinated the new Meiji government officers because they all were also 

from samurai.  In the case of Asahi, however, he was quite individualistic without any 

organizations behind him since he said “To become a true human and true Japanese, I carry out 

this assassination.” Asahi’s radical nationalism was uniquely individualistic and sought a direct 

union with the emperor, the equality of the Japanese people, and even humanity as whole. 

Asahi’s thought and action probably resulted from the Taishō democracy and popular social 
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movements.219 

Inspired by Asahi, the eighteen year old boy, Nakaoka Konichi 中岡艮一 soon followed 

Asahi’s action and on November 4, 1921, assassinated Hara Kei原敬, the first party politician to 

become the Prime Minister. These radical actions of the young Asahi and Nakaoka inspired 

young ultranationalists and created the ultranationalist movements in the 1930’s. 

After that, Inoue Nisshō’s 井上日召 (1886-1967) Ketsumeidan 血盟団 (the Blood 

Pledge Corps), with religious conviction by Zen Buddhist training, took the radical action of 

assassinating the head of Mitsui 三井 Group, Dan Takuma団琢磨(1858-1932), as well as the 

former finance minister, the general secretary of the Minseitō Party民政党, Inoue Junnosuke 井

上準之助(1869-1931) in March 1931.220 I will discuss Inoue Nissho and his student movement 

in relationship to Zen Buddhism in chapter five. These movements and the calls of the radical 

new religion of Ōmoto-kyō for the “Showa Restoration” 昭和維新 influenced young radical 

military officers to increase the scale of assassination and carry out the coup d’etat on May 15, 

1932 and February 26, 1936, which I will discuss shortly.  

In The Ideology and Dynamics of Japanese Fascism, Maruyama analyzes the foundations 

of the ideology and movement of Japanese ultranationalism, not from the aspect of government 

but of the private sector.221 Maruyama divides the growth of Japanese ultranationalism into three 

periods. The first period was the formation stage from 1918 up to the Manchuria Incident of 

1931. In this stage, many ultra-right wing movements occurred as counter- movements against 

communists or socialist’s labor movements as stimulated by the Russian Revolution in 1918. At 
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this stage, the ultranationalist movement and its ideology were not clearly formulated but were 

something emotionally close to yakuza’ (gangsters) peer spirit and individually inspired assassins 

as outlaws. 

The Second stage was from 1931 up to the young military officers’ revolt in 1936 on 

February 26th. At this stage, there had been the clear ideology of Kita Ikki北一輝, Tachibana 

Kozaburō橘孝三郎, and Gondō Seikei 権藤成卿 who collaborated with young military officers 

and attempted to reform society by radical military action.  

The third stage was from 1936 up to the end of the War on August 15, 1945. At the third 

stage, this radical ultranationalist movement from the private sectors was assimilated into and 

allied with Japanese traditional political oligarchs, bureaucrats, military establishment and 

business elites. The government took the initiative to mobilize the entire people and nation 

centered on its ideology; thus, “Japanese ultranationalism from above” was completed as a 

fascist system.222  

Maruyama also points out the three main features of Japanese ultranationalist ideology 

which differs from German and Italian ideology. First of all, Japanese ultranationalism stressed 

the familial aspects of the national ideology. Slightly different from the Social Organic Theory of 

Germany and Italy, Japanese ultranationalism emphasized a paternal ethics in which the emperor 

was a parent and the subjects were his children.  

Secondly, Japanese ultranationalism stressed agrarian aspects and a romantic localism. 

Against the centralization of urban capitalism and modernization, Japanese ultranationalism 

focused more on the sufferings of the farmers and on their local autonomy that had been 

exploited by Japanese urban capitalists and the centralization of power in Tokyo politics. It 
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sounded like “Agrarian Anarchism.” Thus Japanese ultranationalists were less concerned with 

the sufferings of the factory workers, the proletariat in the urban economy. This was sharply 

different from the Nazi movement in which they desperately attempted to attract the labor class 

in the name of socialism as a part of the National Socialist movements.  

The third feature was their pan-Asian ideology. They considered Japan’s role to be to 

liberate Asia from the hands of Western imperialism. The notion of “liberating Asia” was a 

deceptive tactic to justify Japan’s aggression against other Asian nations, though many Japanese 

ultranationalists literally and sincerely believed its role.223  

However, Maruyama’s analysis of ultranationalism and fascism is too broad and unable 

to distinguish the radical ultra-nationalist of the 1920-30’s from the Meiji kokutai ideology. 

Maruyama sees the radical ultranationalism in the 1920-30’s within the frame of the Meiji 

kokutai ideology. Furthermore, Maruyama sees the ultranationalism as the outlaw movements as 

well as agrarian one without the urban movement. However, his analysis is not wrong in terms of 

the origins, only too generalized. Asahi and Nagaoka were youth urban intellectuals, and 

especially during the 1930’s, many disillusioned middle class people became supportive of the 

ultranationalist opinions. Moreover, Maruyama understands the origin of Japanese 

ultranationalism as counter-revolution to international communism.  It is also not accurate, 

because many labor movement leaders and the social democratic mass party members were 

converted to the ultranationalistic movements during the 1930’s especially after the Manchurian 

Incident in 1931.  

Maruyama’s definition of fascism in Germany and Italy as “fascism from below” and that 

of Japan as “fascism from above” cannot explain enough the dynamic interaction between 

                                                             
223 Ibid.,  pp. 34-50. 



  115 

“above” and “below” within each fascist movement in Germany, Italy, and Japan. 

Maruyama’s definition of fascism as the most radical form of “counter-revolution” 

cannot explain mass-oriented and anti-establishment forms of the ultranationalism and fascism. 

Yamaguchi and Gordon provide new alternative concepts of the “Authoritarian Reactionary” 

replacing “fascism from above” and the “Pseudo-Revolutionary” replacing “fascism from 

below” to define and explore the dynamism and interaction between both within each 

ultranationalist and fascist movements in Germany, Italy and Japan.224  

  

The Manchurian Incident 満州事変 in 1931 

 

   The Manchurian Incident in 1931 was a significant turning point in terms of the power 

shift from party politics to the military, as well as the transformation of the psyche of the grass-

roots movement from a socialistic labor movement to an ultra-nationalist movement. 

The key architect of the Manchuria incident was Ishiwara Kanji石原莞爾 (1889-1949), 

the leader of Kwangtung Army 関東軍, a Nichiren Buddhist, especially a student of Tanaka 

Chigaku’s 田中智学 (1861-1939) Nichirenshugi日蓮主義, a member of Tanaka’s Kokuchū-kai

国柱会. Ishiwara’s action in the Manchuria Incident was deeply motivated by Tanaka’s 

Nichirenshugi, its interpretation of kokutai, the mission of Japan and the emperor.  I will discuss 

Ishiwara’s relationship with Nichirenshugi in chapter five. 

Louise Young explains that Manchukuo 満州国 was one of Japan’s imperial projects not 

only carried out by the state or government leader from top down project, but also with the 
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people, popular culture and individuals of the grass roots movement from the bottom up within 

the context of the growth of Japan’s modernity towards the total empire.225 Young expands the 

meaning of imperialism from political and economical aspects to multi-dimensional cultural 

aspects. In other words, the Manchukuo project was not only government policy, military 

occupation, and economical expansionism, but also cultural domination in terms of what 

Manchukuo meant to ordinary Japanese.226  

Imperialism is a process and the empire is a structure. Imperialism is empire building. 

The relationship between modernity and empire is dialectical; modernization conditioned the 

growth of empire; the process of imperialism shaped the conditions of modern life.  

The Manchukuo project was a part of the evolving relationship between Japanese 

modernity and empire. Imperialism became fundamental to the modern project of the state-

making and nation-building as a joint program of state and society to mobilize social support for 

the task. Within the context of industrial capitalism, social imperialism emerged through the 

mass production of culture as a new vehicle for the mobilization of popular support.227  

Manchukuo was the “total empire” through the process of empire building that was 

multi-causal, multi-dimensional, all encompassing and all consuming. Thus, the Manchukuo 

event naturalized the new empire into everyday lives of Japanese. Through their eyes, the 

Manchukuo project was displayed by the military occupation, economic development, and 

migration settlements for the total empire. Also it had the empire’s dilemma in terms of their 

urban utopian dream, agrarian paradise, and the controlled economy to resolve their social 

political psychological torments at home in Japan through the modernization of the 1930-40’s. In 

                                                             
225 Louise Young, Japan’s Total Empire: Manchuria and the Culture of Wartime Imperialism (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1998), pp. 8-9. 
226 Young applies Said’s method of culture and imperialism, Gluck’s cultural anthropological approach as well as 
Walthall’s method of analyzing of popular culture in the periphery zone. 
227 Ibid., p. 11. 



  117 

terms of the agents from the top down and the bottom up, the agents of empire sought to involve 

all segments of Japanese society in the Manchukuo project.   

Thus, the Manchukuo project is well understood, especially through the eyes of popular 

mass-media, as a process of cultural construction through the images and imagination of 

inventions and re-inventions that initiated new imperial practices and led to the cultural 

accumulation of fifty years of the empire building.228  

  In order to understand the ethos of revolutionary ultra-nationalism in 1930’s, one must 

know its ideological leader, Kita Ikki.   

  

Kita Ikki北一輝  

 

Gorge M. Wilson describes Kita Ikki’s life (1883-1937) and thought through which one 

can see the variety of Japanese nationalist movements in the 1920-30’s.229 Wilson challenges the 

typical post-war historiography about Kita Ikki as an architect of Japanese fascism. Wilson 

totally disagrees with this idea of Kita as fascist who was supposed to combine capitalism and 

militarism. Also Wilson opposes the notion that Kita changed his ideological position from a 

socialist to an ultranationalist one. Wilson argues that this is a total distortion of Kita’s thought 

process based on Marxist historiography. 

According to Wilson, Kita never changed; he was a thoroughly anti-status quo 

revolutionary and continued to believe in social Darwinism and nationalism. From his first book, 

the Kokutai and Pure Socialism, in 1905, to the last one, the Plan for Reconstruction of Japan in 

1919, there was a constant theme. That was the theory of Social Darwinism and social 
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democratic ideology. Unlike Marxism and international communism, Kita emphasized the 

importance of the state and the nation. The modern nation state and its revolution like the Meiji 

Restoration were a necessary stage of evolutionary and lineal progress. However, unlike an ultra-

fanatic kokutai ideologue, Kita saw the emperor as the organ of the state, enforcing the evolution 

of the state and social democracy. Thus for him, people do not exist for the emperor, but the 

emperor exists for the people, thus, the people’s emperor. For this reason, Kita advocated the 

universal suffrage law and the sending of representatives to the parliament, especially for the 

Social People’s Party. Kita was also a modernist in the sense that he supported urban industry 

and a controlled economy.   

However, after he helped Chinese nationalism and its revolution and faced the anti-

Japanese sentiments of the Chinese, Kita realized and stressed Japan’s mission in Asia, which 

was to liberate Asia from the Western imperialism. It was strange enough that Kita applied the 

Marxist class-struggle theory in international politics: Japan was a proletarian state. England and 

Russia were bourgeois states that unjustly occupied too large territories. Japan, therefore, had a 

national right to take over their lands by military power, just as the proletarian revolution must be 

carried out with military power. With the mixture of Japanese national interest in expanding its 

territories with the notion of the liberation of Asia, Kita strongly advocated Japan’s military 

expansion in Asia to help China stand up by itself, just as Japan did in the Meiji Restoration.   

Kita’s radical criticism of the status-quo for the re-organization of Japan and his notion of 

the people’s emperor inspired young military officers who experienced suffering in their families 

in rural areas during the 1920-30’s. The February 26th 1936 incident was not initiated or planned 

by Kita. Though Kita was out of the plan, the army establishment arrested Kita alongside with 

the young officers and executed him. According to Wilson, the army did not want to be blamed 
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for the February 26th incident and so tried to find scapegoats from outside of the army, civilian 

leaders who inspired the officers. The army also saw Kita’s theory of the emperor as the organ of 

the state as dangerous for the possibility for communism. This was another excuse to arrest and 

execute him.  

According to Wilson, Kita Ikki was most misunderstood since he was executed with the 

military officers, and was labeled as an ultranational militarist. This created a blind spot for 

historians who equated Kita with a military fascist.  

Thus, one can see various aspects of the ultranationalist movement in Japan during the 

1920-30’s and that Kita was part of it. Kita Ikki combined the modernist, pragmatic strategist, 

iconoclastic attitudes against the status-quo, a political romantic with social Darwinist and social 

democratic inclinations, faith in the Lotus Sutra of Nichiren Buddhism and traditional Tokugawa 

neo-Confucian ethics of leadership. 

 Next, we will focus more on the young military officers’ revolt on February 26th 1936 in 

attempting to kill all members of the Okada Cabinet in order to restore the direct control of the 

emperor. Ben-Ami Shillony’s analysis helps us understand the revolutionary anti-establishment 

characteristics of Japanese ultranationalism for the “Showa Restoration.” 

 

Young Military Offers’ Revolt: February 26 in 1936 

 

Ben-Ami Shillony explores the causes, the process and the result of Japanese young 

military officers’ revolt during the 1920-30’s.230 Shillony criticizes the traditional analysis of 

Japanese ultra-nationalism by Maruyama Masao. According to Maruyama, as mentioned in the 
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previous section, ultra-nationalism arose as counter-revolutionary activities eventually resulted 

as “fascism from blow.”  Though at the beginning they took the revolutionary form of mass 

movement with an anti-capitalistic and anti-privilege class slogan, their original intention was to 

stop the spread of international communism in Japan in order to restore the original Japanese 

identity of kokutai.  Shillony, however, argues that their original motives and plans were to 

reform and purge political corruption by violent means. Thus they were motivated by rural 

communalism, anti-capitalism, anti-parliamentism, almost Imperial communism. Shillony pays 

attention to the close ideological and human connection between the young officers and the 

Social People’s Party of Akamatsu Katsumaro who was a Pure Land Buddhist.  

 Shillony clearly differentiates the revolt of the young military officers including Kita 

Ikki from the Nazi type of fascism and dictatorship. Though the young officers and Kita 

encouraged modernization by the state, they tended towards more egalitarian communalism 

under the Imperial rule of the people’s emperor. Against typical historians’ views on the failure 

and immaturity of their revolutionary attempt, their attempt and plan were almost successful in 

terms of the plans and their connection with the army, the zaibatsu and the imperial court as well 

as the party politicians. They almost succeeded in their attempted Showa Restoration, to 

recapitulate the Meiji Restoration in 1868 in the different context of the 1920-30’s. Shillony 

provides the new information about Kita Ikki and the young officers’ connection with the 

zaibatsu, especially Mitsui’s Ikeda Seihin’s 池田成彬 (1867-1950) financial support of Kita and 

his friend Nishida. Shillony provides more information about a new zaibatsu of Nissan日産, 

Kuhara Fusanosuke’s financial and political support of Kita and the young officers, despite 

Kuhara Fusanosuke’s 久原房之助 (1869-1965) status as a party politician.   
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Shillony points out further their connections to the imperial court such as to Prince 

Chichibu秩父宮 (1902-53), and Prince Higashikuni 東久邇宮 (1916-1969), Hirohito’s brothers 

who were sympathetic to the young officer’s reformist mind, since there was a kind of 

disappointment in Hirohito who focused on scholarly work without seriously concerning himself 

with Japan’s urgent situation. Some of them considered taking action by force to isolate Hirohito 

and give the Throne to prince Chichibu or at least expected these two princes to approach 

Hirohito to execute Kita’s plan for the Showa Restoration.  

Time was ripened because Aizawa Saburō’s 相沢三郎 (1889-1932) trial for his 

assassination of Nagata provided publicity for the cause of reformation and they had to take 

action before their assignment to Manchuria.231 Shillony questions why and how a famous tokkō 

特高(special police), who was very good in exposing the information about the plots of 

communists or left wing activists, did not take action to prevent the ultranationalists from 

uprising. Shillony suspects that the Control Faction (Tōsei-ha 統制派) in the army knew this and 

used the young officers’ uprising as an opportunity to seize the Imperial Way Faction (Kōdou-ha 

皇道派) within the army as well as to control the Japanese polity without consulting with party 

politicians.  

The young officers’ uprising was partially successful in assassinating several members of 

the Okada’s cabinet岡田内閣. The generals in the Supreme Army Council met immediately to 

approve the uprisings and issued the National Emergency Act as martial law to give them 

legitimacy for their actions for the Showa Restoration. However, the young officers were 
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indifferent to mobilizing mass support and controlling the media to broadcast their plans to the 

masses. This was one of the reasons why the government, eventually Hirohito himself, isolated 

them and suppressed them.  

Shillony’s historiography develops dialectically between a Marxist analysis of the young 

officers’ revolts and Maruyama’s analysis of “fascism from below.” Among Marxist historians, 

there was a kind of consensus that the young officer’s revolt was not much different from the 

military authority. They eventually helped to advance the power of military over liberal party 

politicians. One of the Marxist historian points out that the struggle between the young offers of 

the Imperial Way Faction and the military establishment of the Control Faction reflected the 

struggle between the new zaibatsu and the old zaibatsu. But both eventually enhanced the 

monopoly of Japanese capitalism.  

Maruyama argues, however, and Shillony agrees that the young officers’ revolt was 

“fascism from below” emerging from the grass roots movement of the 1920 –30’s. However, 

after February 26, “fascism from below” was taken over by the “fascism from above” of the 

establishment. Although he generally agrees with Maruyama, Shillony disagrees with 

Maruyama’s definition of fascism which sees the revolt as a simple counter-revolution to the rise 

and spread of the Communist revolution. However, the young officers had their own ideology 

and motives for the revolt. Shillony puts it as “Imperial Communism,” a mixture of kokutai 

ideology and agrarian communalism with anti-urban capitalism and even anti-military 

dictatorship, as well as an anti-Nazi type of fascism.  

The young officers saw the emperor as neither the head of state (Minobe’s organ theory) 

nor mystical incarnation of Japan’s identity. Rather, they saw the emperor as the People’s 

emperor who sees the people totally equally, wiping out any privileged class system and 
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capitalistic exploitation. So they just took action to eliminate the evil advisors and traitors, to let 

the emperor shine.  

They, however, lacked the strategy of mobilizing mass support for their cause through 

using effective mass media or national broadcasting. The young officers were eventually 

executed and the Imperial Way Faction’s leaders were temporarily dismissed. After Konoe 

Fumimaro 近衛文麿 (1891-1945) became the prime minister, they were returned to their 

positions again.  

The young officers became an undercurrent myth inspiring the dissenters to take action 

against any political corruption of the state. Mishima Yukio三島由紀夫 (1925-70), for example, 

attempted to re-enact the young officers’ spirit and actions of the 1930’s in the totally different 

context of the 1970’s and failed. Likewise, the young officers attempted to re-enact the activism 

of young lower samurai (shishi 志士) uprising of the 1860’s in the totally different context of the 

1930’s and failed. 

However, despite the shortcomings of Maruyama’s analysis of revolutionary 

ultranationalism, his analysis of the “dwarfishness” of the war time leaders and fascists is quite 

insightful in the development of his notion of the “transfer of oppression” as the characteristics 

of Japanese ultranationalism mentioned in chapter two. 

  

The Characteristics of the Japanese Ultranationalists and Wartime Leaders during the 

1930-45 

 

The Japanese wartime leaders were always being dragged along by the “objective 

situation” and by the “force of circumstance” as faits accomplis until finally they slid into the 
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depths of defeat.232 This is the point of view that because something has happened, one is obliged 

ipso facto to approve it.  

For example, the Manchurian Incident was committed by the Kwangtung Army in 

September, 1931. The China Expeditionary Force, which was supposed to be controlled by the 

cabinet and the Supreme Army Council, expanded its aggression.  The cabinet and the senior 

retainers had to stand, grumbling and watching with surprise and anxiety, as one event followed 

another into the realm of faits accomplis; and then they had to recognize the inevitability of the 

“objective situation.” Thus, the shots fired at Liu Tia River and Marco Polo Bridge in July 1937, 

echoed louder and louder until they overwhelmed the entire Chinese continent in war. The plots 

of the Outlaws were successively approved by the top officials as faits accomplis, so that they 

came to represent the supreme policy of the nation.233 

Thus, in addition to the “transfer of oppression,” Maruyama points out the “rule of higher 

by the lower” as aspects of Japanese ultranationalism.234 It seems to contradict the authoritarian 

ultranationalism from above. However, those who were not elected by the people and did not 

have a sense of legitimate representation of the people, always fear and suspect the people below 

them and are anxious about whether the people below them really trust them or not. If the leader 

was elected to be a legitimate representative of the people, he would have a decisive and strong 

political leadership for decision making for the nation.  

The leaders who depend solely on authority from above tend to avoid their own 

responsible decision, and rely on the decisions eventually from the emperor. But the emperor 

himself did not make final political decisions without the cabinet’s consent based on the Meiji 
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Constitution. Thus, due to a cooperative plural decision-making process, the so called, “system 

of unlimited irresponsibility” developed. No one took responsibility for many major pubic 

decisions.  

In this context, the psychology of “pseudo-democratic” leadership occurred; they often 

excused disagreement with some decision, saying, “beginning with the ‘Director of the Military 

Affairs Bureau won’t put up with it,’ one moved down through ‘the officials in the Military 

Affairs Section …’ and ‘the officers in the field…’ until finally one came to ‘the people won’t 

put up with it.”  

The people, of course, referred to the ultranationalists who were always in and out of the 

Military Affairs Section, and the ex-servicemen’s associations and similar local groups. Leaving 

behind the rationale of “the people won’t put up with it,” Japan’s leaders had now finally come to 

the point of saying: “the spirits of the war dead won’t put up with it.” Here the bond with the past 

reached its peak!235 

Accordingly, those outlaws, who were radical ultranationalists as a kind of half private 

and half public organization, made loud noises in the lower front office, so that the outlaws 

manipulated the next higher officials. Then the officials moved the next higher officials. The 

highest officials eventually become the portable Shrine who was manipulated by the officials. 

The shrine represents authority, the official power, the outlaw, violence. From this point of view 

of their position in the national hierarchy and of their legal power, the shrine ranks highest and 

the outlaw lowest. The system, however, is so constituted that movement starts from the outlaw 

and gradually works upwards. The shrine is often a mere robot who affects others by “doing 

                                                             
235 Ibid., p. 113. 



  126 

nothing.”236 

In the long run, the lowest outlaws controlled the entire society, so that unknown blind 

forces, “public opinion” created by the Outlaws, engulfed the whole society. They made Japan 

slide further and further into the eventual crisis of Word War II. Maruyama describes this, “the 

rule of the higher by the lower” as one of the “dwarfish” aspects of Japanese ultranationalism. 

This was one of the reasons why the leaders did not have any sense of guilt for the war. This was 

due to the system of “irresponsible cooperative decision-making process.”237 

For these characteristics, after the Manchuria Incident in September, 1931 and the Second 

Sino-Japanese War in July 1937, the Japanese government could not stop the expansion of the 

war in China by the military despite many attempts to stop it from within or abroad. Owing to 

their system of “irresponsible cooperative decision-making process,” underestimation of the 

Chinese people’s nationalism, and Japanese leaders and soldiers’ disdain of Chinese, the war in 

China expanded. 

Japan already withdrew from the League of Nations in 1933 due to League’s 

condemnation of the Manchuria Incident. The Konoe Fumimaro cabinet initiated the “People’s 

Total Spirit Mobilization Campaign” in 1937 and enacted the “National Total Mobilization Law” 

in 1938. The nation was moving toward total war. Konoe justified the war with China for 

constructing a “New Order in Greater Asia” in July 1940. Due to the international condemnation 

of Japanese soldiers’ atrocities in Nanking in December 1937 and other areas in China, the 

Japanese government sought international allies in Germany and Italy as the Tripartite Pact in 
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September 1940 since Germany was winning in World War II in Europe.238  

However, this worsened the U.S.-Japan relationship. The U.S. decided to freeze Japanese 

assets in July and imposed a trade embargo of oil and iron against Japan in August 1941. The 

negotiation with the U.S. continued but the U.S. hardened their demand and requested that all 

Japanese soldiers’ withdraw from China. Japan was headed for a worse fate. The Japanese 

leaders understood that the U.S.’s GNP was more than ten times of that of Japan, so that they 

rationally knew that it would be impossible to fight with the U.S. after the exhaustion of the 

national economy and the human resources in the war in China since 1931. But none of the 

government and military leaders took the blame or responsibility for stating courageously the 

impossibility of war with the US due to their “irresponsible cooperative decision-making” and 

the “rule of the higher by the lower” of the ultranationalists’ strong public opinion. 

Therefore, the Japanese government and military leaders now finally came to the point of 

saying: “The spirits of war dead of Japanese soldiers in China won’t put up with it.”239 Therefore 

they could not withdraw the military from China as the U.S. demanded. The Japanese 

government eventually decided on war against the US by attacking Pearl Harbor in December 7th 

1941.  2.3 million Japanese soldiers and 1 million Japanese civilians died, including Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki’s atomic bomb’ deaths of 300,000; 1.7 million Chinese soldiers and 15 million 

Chinese civilians died; 200,000 Koreans died; 350,000 US soldiers died.240  

The most tragic aspects among the Japanese soldiers’ deaths were that half of the 2.3 

million soldiers may have been killed by starvation in a broad sense due to lack of clear planning 

and a sufficient supply system as a result of the emphasis on spirit only. 182,000 sailors and176, 
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000 army soldiers died in ships sunk by U.S. submarines. They were forced to depend on 

bamboo life savers due to a limited numbers of life jackets and boats. 3940 young Japanese boys, 

including 22 Koreans, died in kamikaze神風, airplane suicidal attacks.241 A modernist approach 

to these statistics of faceless dead cannot do justice to the tragedy of each of these persons and 

their family in the war. At any rate, would there have been any way to avoid the war? This is a 

key question for this thesis.  

 

Evaluation of Japanese Ultranationalism with the Emperor and Kokutai Ideology in 

the 1930-40’s 

  

As mentioned before, the emperor-kokutai (the emperor-national body policy) ideology 

in 1880-1900 and the perception of kokutai in 1930-45 were very different. Maruyama did not 

clearly analyze the fact that there was the clear distinction between them. This was the “Taishō 

Imperial Democracy” characterized by personal individualism and the popular mass riots were 

active.  

However, after the Great Depression of 1929 and the collapse of the Japanese economy 

and the ruin of the agricultural areas, many intellectual youth were drawn to a radical ultra-

nationalism from idealistic humanism or Marxism. The ultranationalists took a radical 

iconoclastic attitude toward destroying the evils of capitalism, including the emperor’s elders, 

party politicians and bureaucrats. They had no constructive plans to just let the emperor’s cosmic 

virtue and kokutai shine out.  This was only possible through the Taishō individualism. As Asahi 
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Heigo said, “to become truly human” or “to become truly Japanese,” they will use assassination 

to eliminate the corrupt leaders to let the emperor shine as my and our emperor.242  

In terms of the mass movements, as I noted in the previous section, Kita Ikki was 

important. His notion of the people’s emperor instead of “the emperor’s people” was critically 

important to the ultra-nationalists’ understanding of the emperor and kokutai in the 1930’s. This 

notion of the people’s emperor was of a messianic figure who is the savior of the people and 

nation. Thus, those who were influenced by Kita’s thought took action on February 26, 1936 to 

try to kill all the cabinet members in order to realize the emperor’s direct control of the masses 

and the nation. All young officers testified that they wanted to put the emperor on their shoulders 

to carry him out and they assumed the emperor would enjoy it since he must be the people’s 

emperor and therefore their emperor.243 Hirohito, however, was the primary figure in ordering 

the arrest of the rebels.  

This image was certainly influenced by a messianic ethos, connecting mass socialism 

with their cosmic emperor. Yasumaru and Shimazono point out that the messianic worldview of 

the new religious movements of sectarian Shinto, such as Deguchi Onizaburō’s Ōmoto-kyō, 

influenced the radical officers’ spirituality. State Shinto was reduced to national rituals and lost 

its soteriological aspects of religion. The Hirata Atsutane 平田篤胤 type of soteriology and 

cosmology of the messianic Shinto were excluded. It survived only in the sectarian Shinto. Their 

messianic notion of the emperor was revived. It was fused with the Taishō democracy and the 

mass social movements. It interacted with the soteriological ideologies of Christianity and 

Marxism to establish direct connection with the savior, the cosmic emperor.244  
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One can see there was a significant transformation of the image of emperor and kokutai 

in the1930-40’s from that of the1890’s. The emperor and kokutai in the1890’s were the symbol 

of a constitutional order and modernity, promoted by the “Civilization and Enlightenment.” 

However, the emperor and kokutai in the 1930’s for the ultra-nationalists was a more messianic 

figure directly connected to individual faith without any intermediary as the symbol of radical 

revolution and overcoming modernity. This became the source of the radical revolutionary 

aspects of Japanese ultranationalism. 

Thus, the “Clarification of the Kokutai Movement” was important in 1935 as the meeting 

point between the “radical-revolutionary” movement and the “authoritarian reactionary” 

movement based on a new interpretation of kokutai and the emperor ideology driven by the ultra-

nationalists. In the Meiji Constitution, as mentioned before, the emperor was the symbol of 

constitutional order as the highest functionary of the state. This had been traditionally believed 

and was supported by Professor Minobe Tatsukichi’s “the organ theory.” However, due to the 

radical ultra-nationalists’ re-interpretation of the emperor as a messianic divine figure as well as 

a supreme commander beyond the organic state function, they attacked Professor Minobe’s “the 

organ theory” as a representative of dangerous Western individualistic and rational 

interpretations.  

Thus, the Okada cabinet, moved by “public opinion” created by the Outlaw ultra-

nationalists, endorsed publicly a new interpretation of kokutai and the emperor as the 

“Clarification of the Kokutai Movement” and condemned Minobe’s “The Emperor Organ 

Theory” in 1935. In March 1937, the Ministry of Education issued Kokutai no Hongi (the 

Cardinal Principles of the National Entity of Japan), and disseminated to all schools and offices a 
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booklet describing the new interpretation of kokutai and the emperor based on a divine messianic 

emperor. 

Based on such a radical interpretation of kokutai and the emperor ideology, as mentioned 

before, the February 26th revolt in 1936 took place as the radical-revolutionary action by the 

young military officers to assassinate the entire cabinet. They were the Imperial Way Faction. 

They were, however, seized and all leaders, including Kita Ikki, executed. Thus the “radical-

revolutionary” aspect of Japanese ultranationalism was replaced by “authoritarian reactionary” 

fascism. In other words, the military officers of the Control Faction prevailed and tried to gain 

hegemony over politics with “renovated” bureaucrats by threatening the liberal parliamentary 

politicians with the possibility of violent ultra-nationalist revolts. 

Thus, in order to establish the totalitarian system, there was a compromise between the 

“radical-revolutionary” movement and the “authoritative reactionary” movement through the 

process of conflict and struggle. In the case of Germany, Hitler became the prime minister 

through parliamentary elections supported by mass organizations as the “radical-revolutionary” 

movement. However, there was a compromise between Hitler and the traditional German army 

by purging his own radical revolutionary group of SA (Sturmabteilung) led by Ernest Rohm in 

June-July 1934.245 The “authoritarian reactionary” movement within the establishments of army, 

bureaucrats and business leaders began by accepting Hitler’s ideology and leadership.  

In Japan, the “authoritative reactionary” movement was completed by the military’s 

“Control Faction” and the “renovated bureaucrats.” In Germany and Italy, Hitler and Mussolini, 

who came out of the radical-revolutionary movement, became head of the state, initiating 

hegemony over the “authoritarian reactionary” movement of the establishments. On the other 

hand, Japanese fascists in 1930-45 had been the same elites and establishments centered on 
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Hirohito, the elder advisors, the bureaucrats, and the military in the ruling positions: Prince 

Prime Minister Konoe Fumimaro, and the emperor’s advisor Kido Kōichi in the court; even in 

the military, Tōjō Hideki, Koiso, Suzuki, Yonai were members of the political or military 

establishments before or after the radical ultra-nationalists revolutionary attempts.  

Daniel Okimoto gives a new definition of Japanese fascism in terms of “Corporatism.” 

The Japanese bureaucrats believed, with the pride of the emperor’s servants, that the state is an 

assertive power, which manages economy. They had a clear plan to create a more effective 

economy through reorganization of local communities, hōtokusha報徳社, zaigō-gunjin-kai 在郷

軍人会 and their leadership in 1910. This took place even right after the Russo-Japanese War. 

However, they had to be patient with constitutionalism and were frustrated by the fact that party-

politicians and parliament were given power during the Taishō democracy period.      

The Japanese “renovationed bureaucrats” were a decisive factor in establishing the total 

war system in 1939-45 as the completion of the “authoritarian reactionary” movement in 

Japanese fascism. The private business sectors were more connected with the party politicians 

representing their interest. That was why in order to realize “Corporatism,” the renovated 

bureaucrats must be the central faction to control the private economy, politicians, local sectors, 

and labor movements, working with the “Control Faction” of the military. That was why the 

party politicians and private business corporations even called the “renovationed bureaucrats” 

RED (Communists). In fact, the ‘renovated bureaucrats’ studied Marxism during their student 

time as well as the Soviet’s National Planning.  

As James Scott points out, as mentioned in chapter two, those “renovationed bureaucrats” 

represented the modern utopian type who focused on the number of people for the national 

mobilization for their own goal without counting particular personalities or local sensitivities. 



  133 

The Control Faction of the military and the renovated bureaucrats were concerned with the 

“system,” whereas the Imperial Way Faction focused on the “inner and spiritual revolution of the 

person.” Even though the Imperial Way Faction and ultra-nationalists’ bloody radical-

revolutionary actions crushed the party politicians and the private zaibatsu business sectors, their 

actions eventually helped the “renovated bureaucrats” control the state’s management in 

cooperation with the military control factions.  

“Corporatism” as the final stage of the “authoritarian reactionary” movement of Japanese 

fascism, emphasized the vigorous role, played by the state as the dominant actor in the political 

system by subordinating moderate private interests, either through the imposition of coercive 

sanctions or through institutional cooperation.246  

 Finally I would like to mention again the atrocities such as the Nanking massacre, 

comfort women, mistreatment of POW’s, committed by Japanese soldiers. As mentioned in 

chapter two and previous sections, Maruyama’s definitions of the Japanese ultranationalist 

psyche were insightful, such as the “transfer of oppression,” the “rule of the higher by the 

lower,” and the “unlimited irresponsibility of cooperative decision-making.” The ultranationalists 

including the Imperial Way Faction in the military began their radical-revolutionary movements 

as an autonomous individual messianism of the divine emperor. They tried to destroy the western 

universal notions of the parliamentary democracy, free market capitalism and self-interest in the 

name of the overcoming modernity. When they were a minority in the society, they were 

autonomously motivated individual believers in the messianic emperor. However, eventually the 

“corporatism” of the utopian modernists of the renovationed bureaucrats and the Control Faction 

in the military took over as the “authoritarian reactionary” movement as James Scott defines the 
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characteristics of the utopian modernist.  

Thus, the totalization of the society by the ultranationalist ideology was completed for the 

sake of “total war.” Their slogans of “patriotism of loving the emperor and the nation” and heika 

no sekishi 陛下の赤子 (you are a child of the emperor) became heteronomous ethics or 

oppressive rules rather than autonomous inner ethics. Thus, their rule became a cold fist based on 

fear and punishment in which the “transfer of oppression” occurred. The people often pretended 

obedience and patriotism to the superiors but oppressed their inferiors. Thus the seniors’ private 

punishment of their juniors by beating was omnipresent in the military, though the military 

officially prohibited it.   

Also owing to the Taishō democracy and its expansion of higher education, many low-

rank soldiers who were conscripted had a critical attitude towards the irrational orders and 

punishments of their superiors. During the Taishō period, the rule of unconditional obedience to 

a morally wrong order by their superior was revised and replaced by an opportunity to appeal to 

the next higher office. However, during the 1930’s, it was revised again in Gunji-kun 軍事訓 (the 

precepts of military) to return to the old rule that an order of one’s immediate superior is the 

emperor’s order.  

Since the authority of the superior was not democratically legitimated by the lower ranks, 

but from above, the superior always feared rebellion and grudges by their inferiors, knowing the 

“rule of the higher by the lower.” Therefore, since the military leaders rationally knew that the 

atrocities committed by the low ranking soldiers would strengthen the anti-Japanese feelings of 

the Chinese and international opinion, the military leaders had to be lenient toward the rank and 

file soldiers’ atrocities in order to avoid rebellions by their juniors. Therefore, military leaders 

condoned the slaughter of Chinese soldiers and civilians and abuse of Korean comfort women 
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and the POW’s. 

This absolutization of the immediate superior in the name of the pseudo-religious 

emperor’s authority created a very oppressive organization. The superiors abused their authority 

for their own selfish desire in the name of the emperor and the inferiors could not oppose them 

but tried to appease their superiors in order to avoid punishment or obtain favor. This very 

heteronomous pseudo-religious ideology of kokutai killed the inner freedom of conscience and 

reason. Thus, during the war, countless Japanese soldiers had a mental sickness of which even 

they themselves were not consciously aware.     

Furthermore, this totalization of kokutai ideology as pseudo-religious authority was 

carried out only in Japan but also in the rest of Asia. This prevented from encountering the 

“others” such as Koreans, Manchurians, and Chinese.  For the Japanese, the first “others” were 

Koreans. Instead of respecting their own dignity and uniqueness as them, the “others” were 

nothing other than an object for colonial conquest, subjugation, or the imposition of Japanese 

ideology and religions based on power relationships between them in the name of the “Japanese 

mission” of civilization or modernization of the “others.”  

During the war, the Japanese government proclaimed this war as a holy mission to 

achieve the “Great East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere.” However, this was nothing other than 

Japan’s enforcement of kokutai ideology upon the “others” as her own self-righteous “Holy 

War,” in combination with an arrogant colonial modernity without respect for the “other” unique 

local cultures. If it had really proclaimed the “Great East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere,” Japan 

should have exemplified it in the relationship with Koreans and Taiwanese within the Japanese 

empire. Instead of a real encounter of I –Thou relationship with Koreans and Taiwanese with 

respect, Japan tried to eradicate totally Korean or Taiwanese languages and cultures in order to 
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assimilate them into the Japanese race and its culture in the name of modernization and the 

emperor. Of course, this kind of colonial modernity was carried out not only by Japan, but also 

by Western nations in Asia and Africa. In other words, Japan projected the Westerners’ 

“Orientalism” upon “other” Asians.247 

After the annexation of Korea in 1910, the massacre of the March 1st movement of 

1919, the mass murders of Koreans during the Kantō Earthquake in 1923, Japan did not reflect 

upon its real encounter with the “other.” Japan went on with the same objectification and 

subjugation of the “others” in the Manchurian Incident of 1931 and the Second Sino-Japanese 

War of 1937. Japan chose a self-destructive course with an arrogant colonial modernity, 

underestimating the “others” of Korea, Manchuria and Chinese nationalism and resistance and 

ended up with the total destruction of the nation in 1945.  

Mistreatment of Koreans and Taiwanese was already a self-contradiction of Japan in 

violation of the principle of co-prosperity that underlies the real defeat of Japan in World War II. 

According to Ienaga Saburō, one of the important reasons for the planning of the Manchurian 

Incident in 1931was to secure control of Korea, since many Korean independence movements 

were secretly organized in Manchuria as testified to by the actual planners in the Japanese 

Manchurian Army.248 In other words, it could be said that the failure to treat Koreans rightly 

resulted in Japan’s long involvement in the Fifteen Year War from the Manchurian Incident in 

1931 through the China-Japan War up to the Pacific War.  

This was the inevitable result of the pseudo-religious idolization of kokutai and Japanese 

culture without relativizing or contextualizing its own ideology and culture from a transcendental 
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viewpoint. This must be a religious or spiritual issue. The world religions of Buddhism and 

Christianity were supposed to provide transcendent viewpoints beyond the confined human 

relationships between the superior and the inferior according to the law of karma or karna 

(universal compassion), the Ten Commandments or the gospel of love. Also those world 

religions provided a way to see various ways of manifesting the Ultimate, therefore, to respect a 

unique divine presence and expression through the other in different cultural contexts. 

However, in the name of the pseudo-religious authority of the divine emperor of kokutai, 

those transcendental viewpoints were eliminated, so that not only the physical violence but even 

more the spiritual violence took place, killing the inner freedom of conscience and reason in the 

Japanese military and society, as well as Asian people and the Allied POW’s. This was the real 

tragedy and these wounds have still continued within Japan and other Asian countries. 

Who bears the responsibility for these spiritual and physical tragedies and wounds? I 

must ask again why and how the Japanese Buddhists responded to the pseudo-religious 

ultranationalism of kokutai during the crucial period of the 1930-40’s in next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 5 

BUDDHISTS’ RESPONSES: COLLABORATIONS AND RESISTANCES 

 

This chapter five mainly focuses on Buddhists’ responses: collaboration with and 

resistance to ultranationalism and militarism during the 1912-1945, especially 5.1 Pure Land 

Buddhists’ responses, 5.2 Nichiren Buddhists’ responses, 5.3: Zen Buddhists’ responses, 5.4 

Nishita Kitarō and the Kyoto School’s responses, and 5.5 Japanese Buddhist missionaries in Asia 

and World War II.    

As mentioned in chapter four, the state expected the Japanese religions, especially 

Buddhist communities, to join the state’s projects of “moral suasion” to mold the minds of the 

people towards kokutai and the emperor in the context of the enactment of the universal suffrage 

law and the rise of socialist and communist movements during the 1920s.  

As a result of Taishō democracy and the urbanized international economy contributed to 

the people losing faith in kokutai. The notion of kokutai had to permeate State Shinto: the 

imperial family was the ultimate paternal ancestor of all Japanese and their ultimate ancestor 

Amaterasu 天照 (Sun Goddess) was worshiped at the Ise Shrine 伊勢神社 which controlled all 

local shrines hierarchically. This was possible only through the local connections of families, 

relatives, communities, and shrines under the Ise Shrine and the emperor. Owing to the rise of 

urbanization, industrialization and individualism, the local connections of families, communities 

and shrines were diminished.  

Therefore, during the Taishō era, Prime Minister Kiyoura Keigo 清浦奎吾 (1850-1942) 

invited again the three religious representatives of Shinto, Buddhism and Christianity in 

February 1924 and asked them to cooperate with the state’s “moral suasion” effort of the earlier 
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“The Campaign to Foster the People’s Strength”民力涵養運動 in 1919 and “The Imperial 

Rescript Regarding the Promotion of National Spirit” 国民精神作興に関する詔書 in October 

1923, especially after great confusion caused by the Great Kantō Earthquake on September 1, 

1923. Prime Minister Kiyoura wanted to utilize these three established religions to guide the 

people in order not to fall to communism and anarchism, especially after a communist, Nanba 

Daisuke, attempted to assassinate Prince Hirohito in December 1923. 

During the1920s, the state attempted to enact two Religious Organization Laws (ROL).  

The intention of the state was to control all religions through the cooperation of their 

headquarters with the state’s moral suasion campaigns to prevent new religious sects from 

emerging outside of the established denominations. This was a combination of the mutual 

interests of the state and the headquarters of the established denominations. 

The state also tried to revive the notion of kokutai by strengthening the connections of 

families, communities and the nation by three means; first of all, all communities and families 

must buy the Ise Shinto Shrine’s Jingū Taima神宮大麻 (it is made by inscribing the name of a 

kami and the name of the Shinto shrine or of a representative of the kami on a strip of paper, 

wood, cloth, or metal).249 Second, all elementary school students must attend the local Shinto 

shrine ceremonies. All meetings of young adult groups and community ceremonies must be 

carried out at the local shrines. Third, the local Shinto priests must be educated in order to 

engage the society as well as become teachers of morality and ethics in the elementary public 

schools.250  

                                                             
249 It is to be renewed yearly, typically before the end of a year, and attached to a door, pillar, or ceiling. It may also 
be placed inside kamidana 神棚（a private shrine). It is believed to protect the family in residence from general 
harm, such as a disease. More specific, also it may be placed near particular objects such as one for kitchen to 
protect from accidental fire. A popular Jingū Taima 神宮大麻 or simply Taima 大麻 is issued by Ise Shrine. It is 
made from hemp cloth; the use of hemp as a material was common from antiquity. Wikipedia: Ofuda, Taima 
250 Shiro Akazawa, Kindai Nihon no Shisōdōin to Shukyōtōsei  (Tokyo: Azekura shobo, 1985),  pp. 53-5.  
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However, the state could not legally force the people to attend the Shinto shrine as a 

religion. This was a violation of the Meiji Constitution’s Religious Freedom Clause of Act 28. 

Thus, the state emphasized that State Shinto was not a religion but the state itself in its traditional 

customs and patriotism. However, this attitude was obviously in contradiction to practice 

because many local Shinto shrines worshipped many kami and prayed for personal benefit; 

which were clearly religious activities.   

Japanese Buddhists, especially Shinshū真宗 (True Pure Land Buddhism) opposed the 

state’s requirements to buy Jingū Taima and elementary school children’s mandatory attendance 

at the local Shinto shrines. For Shinshū, these actions were religious ones and clearly opposed to 

their faith of Jingi-fuhai神祇不拝 (refusal to worshipping of Shinto gods, as following the 

teaching of its founder, Shinran) and to the religious freedom guaranteed by the constitution. 

Shinshū did not oppose children’s bowing to the Imperial Rescript of Education in the schools 

because their actions in the school were considered as an expression of national morality, not a 

religious act.  

The local Shishū temples strongly protested against the local government officers’ 

mandate to buy Taima and the attendance of school children at the Shinto shrines. Thus many 

local governments had to give up their mandatory requirements, though urging voluntary choice. 

Because of the local Buddhist priest’s protests, the Buddhist opinion leaders publicly criticized 

the hypocrisy and contradiction of State Shinto and the state attitude towards it; if State Shinto 

was not a religion but the state itself, Shinto shrines must stop all religious acts of prayers and 

buying Taima for personal fortune; they must promote only the national morality of reverence for 

the emperor and the nation. These local Shinshū Buddhists’ criticism outraged some Shinto 

priests, who eventually condemned Shinshū as unpatriotic. The headquarters of Shinshū, 
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however, were often ambivalent and tried to avoid conflict between the local temples and the 

government.  They did this in the case of Mikawa’s Shinshū peasants’ uprisings in the early 

Meiji, as explained in chapter three. However, at this time, the headquarters supported the local 

temples’ protests. 

It was owing to the Taishō imperial democracy that the public supported the local 

Shinshū’s protests and criticized the State Shinto’s mandate. The major newspapers and the 

public opinion leaders such as Yoshino Sakuzō 吉野作造 of Minpon-shugi 民本主義 and 

Minobe Tatsukichi 美濃部達吉 at Tokyo Imperial University also criticized the state’s 

requirement of religious acts at the local shrines as superstitious, irrational, immoral, and against 

the modern-nation-citizen’s rationality and religious freedom. The Shinto priests, scholars and 

the state could not ignore such a strong public opinion. 

In these contexts, the government failed to enact the Religious Organization Law twice 

due to the Buddhists’ lobbying the House of Peers, working together with the Christian leaders. 

The House of Peers rejected the Religious Organization Law twice in 1927 and 1929 before it 

went to the Lower House. During the 1920s, religious tolerance and pluralism were well 

accepted by a majority of the society and even the state. Furthermore, it was clear that if the 

Buddhist and Christian leaders worked together, it was possible to protect religious freedom 

from the state. 

Though the Buddhist headquarters eventually supported the local priests’ protests due to 

the strong public support during the Taishō period, the Buddhist headquarters had an ambivalent 

position towards the Religious Organization Laws (ROL). In terms of strengthening the 

headquarters and preventing new sects, the Buddhist establishments supported it. However, they 

opposed the state’s inspection of financial management.   
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The state carefully distinguished orthodoxy and heterodoxy according to the state’s 

interest in modernization and centralization. If the religious sect did not belong to the orthodoxy 

category, such as Ōmoto-kyō and Hitonomichi among new religions, for example, they were 

harshly persecuted and destroyed by the state.   

It is important to note that the Buddhist establishments often asked the state to persecute 

new religions which were competitive in appealing to the masses, rather than asking protection 

of their rights for religious freedom. Even Christianity, which had been targeted by the state, 

asked the state to suppress such new religions’ activities. Both Buddhist and Christian 

establishments thought that the new religions were against modernization, superstitious and 

irrational, confusing the people’s minds. This Christian attitude was quite similar to that of the 

Buddhists who asked the state to persecute Christianity when Uchimura Kanzō’s lese majeste 

occurred in 1892 as mentioned in chapter three. 

It was also surprising that one of the most progressive Buddhists, a leader of the New 

Buddhist Fellowship (NBF), Takashima Beihō 高島米峰 urged the state to persecute the new 

religions of Ōmoto-kyō and Hitonomichi. When the state attacked Ōmoto-kyō in 1935 for a 

second time, Takashima supported the state, saying, “I fervently hope that the Home Ministry 

will not stop at arrests of Ōmoto-kyō alone, but will stage one massive roundup, concentrating its 

fire on those groups possessed of quackery, whether they be established religious bodies or the 

newly arisen pseudo religions.”251 However, Takashima Beihō protested the Home Ministry, 

Tokonami’s initiation of the Conference of Three Religions in 1912 and constantly resisted the 

state’s control of religious freedom not only for Buddhism but also Christianity during the 1910-

20s as mentioned in chapter three.  

                                                             
251 Garon, Molding  p. 80 cites Takashima Beihō’s “Jashukyō,” p. 419. 
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In other words, the harsh persecution of the new religions in the 1930s was carried out 

not by the state alone, but by the complicated cooperation among the bureaucrats, established 

Buddhist and Christian leaders, liberal journalists, and the progressive intellectuals in the name 

of modernity, liberalism and westernization.  

Upon this foundation, however, the state, ironically, succeeded in the enactment of the 

long-hindered Religious Organization Law on April 8, 1939, giving the state unparalleled powers 

to control all religious bodies, including the Buddhist establishments and Christian 

denominations for the sake of war mobilization.252  

    

Shinshū, Pure Land Buddhists’ Responses: Collaborations and Resistances 

  

Senji-Kyōgaku戦時教学 (The War Time Teachings and Doctrines) 

 

The True Pure Land Buddhism Shinshū 真宗 sects responded to an urgent need for the 

state’s mobilization of the people in the fifteen years war from the Manchurian incident until the 

end of World War II (1931-1945) in the context of the rise of ultranationalism and militarism. 

Shinshū-honganji-ha 真宗本願寺派 established Nihon Kyōgaku Kenkyūsho 日本教学研究所 

(The Center for Research of Japanese Teachings and Doctrines) in May, 1941, and eventually 

created Senji-Kyōgaku Shidō Honbu 戦時教学指導本部 (The Leading Headquarters for the War 

time Teachings and Doctrines) in May 1944.253  

The main reason for establishing Senji-Kyōgaku (The War Time Teachings and Doctrines) 

was to respond to the opposition of anti-Buddhism Haibutsu-ron by ultranationalists, Shinto 
                                                             
252 Garon, Molding,  p. 84.   Akazawa. Kindai Nihon, p. 240 
253 Gyōshin Ikeda, Shinshū Kyōdan no Shisō to Kōdō (Kyoto, Japan: Hōzōkan 1997), p.162. 
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priests and militarists during the 1930-45. The reasoning of the anti-Buddhists was: (1) 

Buddhism is a foreign religion; (2) Buddhist faith is individualistic and selfish; (3) The goal of 

Buddhism, nirvana is to escape from this worldly responsibility; (4) Buddhism emphasizes the 

sinful world, and thereby is pessimistic, not constructive; (5) Buddhism does not strengthen the 

notion of kokutai, rather it weakens it, therefore discourages patriotism.254 

Shinshū used to find refuge in the Spiritualism founded by Kiyozawa Manshi in the 

context of modernity during the late Meiji era and Taishō period as discussed it in chapter three. 

Kiyozawa’s Spiritualism was a passive resistance to the national morality of State Shinto and 

kokutai ideology by focusing on the individual inner realm of faith in the absolute grace of 

Amida Buddha beyond the outer conventional morality of kokutai. 

Nichiren Buddhism attempted to take an active role in leading the state and the society in 

the context of the establishment of the modern-nation-state. Nichiren Buddhism and new 

religions tried to support the new trend of ultranationalism and militarism in the 1930-45. Also 

another critique of religion came from Marxism which saw religion as focusing on the private 

realm only and impotent in regard to changing society.   

Thus, Shinshū radically changed its individualistic personal faith in favor of social 

activism as progressive or reformative. Instead of the concern for people’s welfare and 

international peace, however, Shinshū willingly supported the war ideology and ultranationalistic 

kokutai and justified them by its own Pure Land teachings. 

Shinshū has had a long tradition of Jingi-fuhai神祇不拝 (non-worship of Shinto kami) 

since Shinran, as the result of their absolute faith in the grace of Amida Buddha and 

                                                             
254 Ibid., p. 164. Sasaki Noritoku, “Onichigenron”1942, pp. 54-55 summarizes the anti-Buddhism around that time.  
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Tathâgata.255 During the Meiji period, Shinshū invented the dualistic faith of Shinzoku-nitai真

俗二諦 [Shintai真諦 (transcendental truth) and Zokutai俗諦 (conventional truth)] to resolve the 

contradiction between eternal truth and conventional truth: the faith in your heart follows the 

precepts of Tathâgata whereas in your actions you follow the conventional morality set by the 

society and the state.256 Though Kiyozawa believed that Shintai (transcendental truth) overcomes 

Zokutai (conventional truth), Shinshū attempted to put the emperor and kokutai of conventional 

truth higher than the transcendental truth of Tathâgata with emphasis on the “Japanese 

characteristics” of Shinshū faith for Senji-kyōgaku (The War Time Teachings and Doctrines). 

What were the Japanese characteristics of Shinshū faith that were in contrast to the 

universal and cosmic value of Amida Buddha and Tathâgata? Shinshū especially used Shinran’s 

key notion of Shizenhōni自然法爾, which means that all beings manifest the nature of 

Tathâgata as they are. Therefore, not only the transcendental truth manifests Tathâgata but also 

the conventional truth does. In other words, not only Shinshū’s religious bodies reveal Tathâgata 

but also Japanese kokutai does. This was a clear deviation from Shinran’s Jingi-fuhai (non-

worshiping of Shinto kami). However, emphasis on the notion of kokutai as manifestation of 

Tathâgata was too abstract an idea for the people to accept it with enthusiasm. 

To meet the need for the wartime passion and enthusiasm, Shinshū eventually connected 

the personhood of the emperor with manifestation of Tathâgata beyond the abstract ideology of 

kokutai. The emperor’s merciful heart embracing the nation and the people as his children was an 

expression of the Amida Buddha’s compassion. Therefore, the war declared in the name of the 

emperor must be the war of Tathâgata and Amida Buddha. In other words, dying for the war is 

                                                             
255Tathâgata is the main stream concept of Mahayana Buddhism, concerning the intrinsic nature of enlightenment; 
the originally pure, enlightened mind intrinsic to all sentient beings. In ordinary worldlings, it is the potential for 
enlightenment. Jacqueline Stone, Original Enlightenment,  p. 5. 
256 Above chapter 3 page 24. 
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to die for the emperor. Dying for the emperor is to die for Tathâgata and Amida Buddha. Thus, 

Shinshū’s Senji-kyōgaku (the War Time Teachings and Doctrines) clearly aimed to encourage all 

Pure Land Buddhists to become willing executioners of the war being motivated and justified by 

their Pure Land faith.257 

One example was the voluntary elimination of the passages from Shinran’s holy texts by 

Shinshū-Honganji-ha on April 5 in 1940 without being forced by the government. Shinran’s 

passages in Kyōgyōshinshō 教行信証 clearly mention:” Do not worship the emperor, parents and 

kami when you have a real faith in Tathâgata and Amida Buddha.” These passages of Shinran 

show his radical resistance to the power of state and the Buddhist establishment; Shinran was 

persecuted and exiled by the state which conspired with the Buddhist establishment of Tendai 

which synthesized Buddhist pantheons with Shinto deities.258 

This was a clear indication that Shinshū-Honganji-ha willingly submitted themselves to 

ultranationalism and the war ideology at the expense of their own faith tradition of Jingi-fuhai. 

Of course, this created a huge controversy within Shinshū-Honganji-ha. However, headquarters 

of Shinshū-Honganji-ha imposed the policy of elimination of the holy passages of Shinran to the 

local district temples and lay people.259 

Toshii Kōryū利井興隆 (1893-1946) in Ōsaka Gyōshinkyōkō-kōchō 大阪行信教校校長 

(The Principal of Ōsaka School of Practice of Faith and Teaching) on May 23, 1940 strongly 

opposed the headquarters’ decision; Shinshū-Honganji-ha must explain the true faith of Shinran 

in order to counter the ultranationalists’ accusation that Shinshū was unpatriotic. Toshii insisted 

that the headquarters must honor the twenty million followers of Shinshū and several hundred 

                                                             
257 Ikeda, Shinshū, pp. 140-1. 
258 Takamaro Shigaraki, Senji-ka-no Nihon Bukkyō: Shinshū no Seiten-sakujo mondai (Tokyo, Japan: Kokusho-
kanko-kai, 1976), pp. 217-48. 
259 Ibid.,  p. 220. 
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years of its faith. According to Toshii, just submitting to the ultranationalists’ accusation by 

volunteering the elimination of Shinran’s passages was the beginning of the death of the faith.260  

Many priests and lay people were organized around Toshii. One of their leaders, Saika 

Teijō雑賀貞浄 with Toshii appealed to the assembly and wrote to the headquarters: “We have 

twenty million believers behind us. The passages of Shinran’s holy texts must not be altered even 

one word. This is the issue of whether we follow the emperor or follow Amida Buddha. If we are 

prevented from following Amida Buddha, we will not give up but prepare for something like 

Christians’ Amakusa rebellion in the seventeenth century.”261 However, after 1942, these 

opposition movements ceased, but we must not forget these few but remarkable resistances that 

existed during the wartime. 

Second, even though Shinshū tried to support the war, they were Buddhists who must 

believe in one of the Buddhist Five Precepts “Do not kill.” They struggled with the conflict 

between the ancient Buddhist Precepts and the support for the war which demanded that one 

must kill the enemies. This was the issue from the Meiji period in which they not only invented 

the dualism of Shinzoku-nitai but also they replaced the problem of whether or not killing at war 

was against the Buddhist precept with the problem of the struggle between spirit and matter. 

 Instead of the objective analysis of the warfare as total national war, they confined the 

meaning of the war to the struggle between the spirit of East represented by Japan and the 

materialism of West represented by the US.  Therefore, the Buddhists were supposed to join the 

spiritual side to defeat the materialism of the West represented by individualism, democracy and 

communism.  

                                                             
260 Ibid.,  p. 223. Terasawa translation 
261 Ibid.,  p. 225. Terasawa trans.; I mentioned it in chapter 1; in 1637-8, in Amakusa islands alongside of the south 
Japan, Kyushū, Catholic peasants and lordless samurais united centered on Shirō, 16 years old boy, fought the lord 
of Amakusa who demanded limitless taxes. The rebels killed the lord Amakusa, even defeated the shogunate’s first 
expedition. But the second expedition eventually killed all rebels. 
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For them, the war became no longer the complex national strategy between the nations, 

but solely the personal and spiritual conviction against materialism, thus self-sacrifice of bodies 

for the war was justified and praised by their Buddhist faith.262 This lack of objective social 

scientific theoretical reflection on the war led Shinshū to emphasize the self-sacrificial actions 

for the nation at war as the Buddhist virtue of “Non-Self.” 

Third, for the Pure Land Buddhists to become willing executioners of the war, the issue 

of the death at war and afterlife must be resolved. Shinshū traditionally taught that one who has 

faith in Amida Buddha goes to Jōdo (the Pure Land) after death by the compassion of Amida 

Buddha and by no other way. However, during the war, the Japanese government with its kokutai 

ideology emphasized that the soldiers’ spirits who had died at the war for the nation and the 

emperor must be commemorated as kami at Yasukuni Shrine which the emperor often visited to 

honor them. 

However, due to a long tradition of Shinran’s Jingi-fuhai (non-worship of Shinto kami), 

many Pure Land Buddhists resisted being commemorated at Yasukuni Shrine after their death as 

mentioned in chapter three. For this reason, modern Shinshū traditionally made the dualistic 

distinction between commemoration at Yasukuni Shrine as “unreligious” ceremony and 

Shinshū‘s funerals as “religious” ceremony. Therefore, Shinshū enabled the believers to do both 

ceremonies.  

However, Shinshū’s Senji-kyōgaku (the War Time Teachings and Doctrines) went much 

further and eventually subordinated the Pure Land religious rituals and meaning of Jōdo to the 

kokutai ideology by giving the new Buddhist meaning of becoming kami at Yasukuni Shrine 

after death at the war.  

For example, Sugi Shirō 杉紫朗 invented the new Pure Land teaching in which after one 
                                                             
262 Ikeda ,Shinshū  pp. 152-4. 
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goes to the Pure Land, one can become Bodhisattva or in other words an unmoved mover who 

can manifest himself everywhere with infinite forms simultaneously. Therefore, one can 

manifest himself as kami at Yasukuni Shrine while being in the Pure Land after dying for the 

nation and the emperor with Shinshū’s faith.263 

At this point, Shinshū totally lost the most serious religious issue of faith in terms of 

death and afterlife and reinterpreted the metaphysical meaning of death and afterlife to meet the 

needs of the war.  

 

Akegarasu Haya暁烏敏  (1877-1954) 

 

Akegarasu Haya was an influential leader and a popular preacher of Shinshū Ōtani-ha 

and eventually became a fervent evangelist for the war and Senji-kyōgaku (the War Time 

Teachings and Doctrines) during 1930-45.  

Akegarasu was born in 1877 as a son of the priest of the temple of Shinshū Ōtani-ha in 

Ishikawa prefecture. In 1893, he became a student of Kiyosawa Manshi who founded 

Seishinshugi, the Teaching of Spirituality and worked together with Kiyozawa to reform Shinshū 

Ōtani-ha in 1897. Kiyozawa with Akegarasu published the magazine, Seishin-kai精神界 (The 

Realm of Spirituality) in 1901 as mentioned in chapter three. After Kiyozawa’s death in 1903, 

Akegarasu became a representative of the magazine and the movement. Akegarasu was famous 

for his new interpretation of Shinran’s writing, Tannishō 歎異抄 in the context of the rise of 

individualism and personalism during the Taishō democracy of pre-and post-World War I.  He 

published fifty-five articles about Tannishō in Seishin-kai in eight years. Akegarasu revived 

                                                             
263 Sugi Shirō, Zenshin Bukkyō “Yasukuni no saishi to Jodo-kyō ni tsuite” in Shigaraki, Senji p. 157.   
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Shinran’s popularity with his charismatic preaching which was colored by his personal struggle 

with sexual promiscuity.  Akegarasu gained many followers.264 

After he became popular, Akegarasu’s complex relationships with women were exposed 

around his wife’s death, so that he experienced a crisis of faith in 1913-15. Though Akegarasu 

intellectually understood the importance of faith and total dependence on the grace of the 

“Wholly Other,” of Amida Buddha, and the impotence of human will and rationality due to the 

sinfulness of human nature. However, during his crisis of faith and reputation, Akegarasu found 

that the grace of Amida Buddha was manifested in his particular ground of being. In other words, 

the power of the grace of the “Wholly Other” did not manifest itself to him as the external power 

outside of himself objectively, but through his own particular ground of life power subjectively. 

Akegarasu called it Seimeishugi生命主義 (Vitalism), which means that the power of grace of 

Amida Buddha manifests itself through the vitality of his own life. This transformation from the 

total negation of self to the total affirmation of his life as vitalism through the manifestation of 

grace opened his eyes to accept reality as totally positive, and not to reject reality as negative. 

This was a kind of evolutionary development from his teacher Kiyozawa’s doctrine of 

Spirituality and became more vital in action in reality. Therefore Akegarasu sought dynamic 

interaction with the people and society as the grace of Amida Buddha instead of focusing on the 

inner self. 265 

Hence, Akegarasu became interested in the contexts of the people, society, nation and the 

world. Akegarasu decided to travel to India, the US, Europe and the Middle East in1926-29.  

This world tour eventually made him find his Japanese-ness and Japan’s mission. After coming 

back from the world tour, Akegarasu secluded himself to research the ancient Japanese classics 
                                                             
264 Eiju Fukushima, “Nihonteki-kyōyō to Buddhists during the1930’s: Akegarasu Haya to Kikishinwa no sekai” 
Kikan-Nihon-Shisōshi vol.69. (Tokyo, Japan: Perikan-sha, 2006), p. 86. 
265 Kazuto Fukushima,  Shinranshisō “Akegarasu Haya”(Kyoto, Japan: Hōzōkan, 1995), pp. 50-53. 
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of Kojiki (The Record of Ancient Matter) and Nihonshoki (The Chronicle of Japan) which Shinto 

regards as the most important textbooks.266  

Akegarasu regretted his indifference to the ancient Japanese classics due to his Pure Land 

Buddhist tradition of Jingi Fuhai (non-worship of Shinto deities). In order to have genuine 

interaction with the deep heart of the Japanese people, he felt compelled to immerse himself in 

the ancient Shinto classics and unite with the roots of Japanese collective unconsciousness.267 

After the Manchurian Incident in 1931, Japan as a nation turned to more ultranationalistic 

militarism. Akegarasu, first of all, was reluctant to accept the war, which was a violation of 

Buddha’s precept of “not to kill.” However, he said that if the people together with the nation 

decided on war, he wanted to follow the people’s heart and work together with the community, 

though he personally disagreed with the war.268 One can easily find the seeds of his populism 

there. Nonetheless, Akegarasu gradually shifted himself to accept and willingly support the war 

based on his fascination with the Shinto classics and his unique fusion of Amida Buddha with 

Shinto kami. 

According to Akegarasu, the imperial family, Prince Shōtoku (573-621 C.E.) believed in 

Buddhism and made the “Seventeen Article Constitution” in 604 thereby unifying the nation of 

Japan centered on the emperor.269 In order for the ancient Shinto kami to be legitimated, 

authenticated and universalized, Buddhism was indispensable. Shinto kami needed Buddha and 

Buddha needed Shinto kami for its best fruition in Japan. Thus, Japan is the land of kami as well 

as Buddha. A person who contributed to the nation can become kami and Buddha at the same 

                                                             
266 Eiju Fukushima, Nihonteki, pp. 90-93. 
267 Ibid.,90-93, Akegaras Haya Zenshu  Vol. 23, pp. 435-6. 
268 Eiju Fukushima, Eiju, Nihonteki., p. 97.        Akegarasu Zenshu vol.23, p. 44. 
269 Prince Shōtoku was the regent of Suiko empress in the sixth-seventh century in Japan, a profound believer of 
Buddhism and used its idea to create the 17th article constitution, and synthesized it with Shinto and Confucianism. 
He built the oldest wooden building of Buddhist temple, Hōryūji in Nara.   
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time.  Thus the great spirit of the universe, which can be called both Amida Buddha and kami as 

identical, filled the universe as well as manifested itself through one’s life vitality.270 

For this reason, Akegarasu was against the separation of kami and Buddha that had been 

carried out by the Meiji government. Akegarasu emphasized that Shinran, who even stated Jingi-

fuhai (non-worship of Shinto deities), respected Prince Shōtoku. Hence, the imperial family, 

especially the emperor, embodied both kami and Buddha.271 Following the emperor is following 

the Buddha. 

Accordingly, the emperor became very special to Akegarasu as the embodiment of 

Amida Buddha’s pledge for the salvation of all people and sentient beings. The emperor must be 

destined to save not only Japan but also the entire world as a messianic figure. For Akegarasu, 

this war was the emperor’s war to save the entire world as the manifestation of kami and Amida 

Buddha’s pledge of salvation of all human beings. It must be the Holy War. Japanese people, 

especially Buddhists must dedicate themselves whole-heartedly with sacrificial bodily actions to 

participating in the war. Akegarasu even emphasized that war is the most religious matter and the 

wartime is the most religious time.272   

Akegarasu traveled around Japan and the Japanese colonies of Korea, Taiwan and 

Manchukuo to preach to the thousands of not only Pure Land Buddhists but various Buddhists 

and even non-Buddhists. His preaching was very popular and appealing because it came out of 

his own existential struggles. Akegarasu was indeed a person who evangelized and encouraged 

many reluctant Buddhists to become willing executioners of the war.  

It is a puzzle that while Akegarasu started from the most individualistic and existential 

faith of personalism, which transcends the conventional national morality of kokutai following 

                                                             
270 Eiju Fukushima, Nihonteki, p. 96; Akegarasu, Haya Nihon ha Bukkoku nari pp. 89-90. 
271 Haya Akegarasu,  Shōtokutaishi housan-kouwa  Kazoto Fukushiam, Kazuto, Shinranshiso., p. 63. 
272 Haya Akegarasu, Banzai no Kōkyōkyōku pp. 44-48. 
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his teacher Kiyozawa, he ended up by becoming the most fervent preacher of ultranationlistic 

kokutai ideology for the war. This extreme shift was possible since his vitalism tended to be a 

very subjective romanticism which sought a mystical union with the spirit of the universe, which 

is the fusion of Tathâgata (the cosmic Buddha) and kami, without being grounded in objective 

reality. His vitalism can easily become the projection of his own subjectivity, whether in 

individual or collective terms.   

As mentioned above, Akegarasu transformed his understanding of the faith of total 

dependency on the “Wholly Other” from awaiting the grace externally outside of himself into the 

total independency of his own will or self-reliant vitality as the manifestation of the cosmic grace. 

Both are subjective, focusing only on the relationship between the self and the cosmic Buddha or 

kami without critical analysis of the middle parts. In other words, his subjective faith lacked the 

objective and critical analysis of differences and diversities of the self, others, the social structure 

and international affairs. In other words, this critical study is supposed to lead one to serious 

social ethics on how to encounter rightly different persons, races, and cultures. Akegarasu totally 

missed this point.  

Akegarasu firmly believed in and preached that this war was a holy war fighting with 

China and the U.S. in order to bring true harmony and peace under the emperor who embodied 

Amida Buddha and kami. Thus, for Akegarasu, this war was a war of the spirit of the universe 

against the egotism, materialism and individualism of Western culture which produced corrupted 

capitalism and communism. There was no consideration of the sufferings of Koreans, Chinese 

and the colonial people, or even of the reluctant young Japanese soldiers. When Japan was 

almost defeated in 1943, Tokyo was bombed hard by B-29’s, Akegarasu even stated that the pain 

of the emperor who heard of the sounds of bombing was much greater than the thousands of 
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people’s death in Tokyo.273 Akegarasu almost felt as if the emperor was a crucified messianic 

figure for the salvation of humankind.  

The strong subjective conviction and assertion were often influential and powerful in 

appealing to the masses as Akegarasu was a populist. A popular preacher sometimes can be 

entrapped by his own message. Owing to the lack of critical analysis of structures of society, 

world and ethics, his emphasis on the point of contact with the people uniting with the heart of 

the people eventually led Akegarasu to lose himself in the currents or trends of the Japanese 

society as a populist. Akegarasu lost his standing principle of Buddha’s enduring Law, which 

often compels one to resist those currents.  

After the war in 1945, of course, Akegarasu had another crisis of faith. However, he 

stated that the war’s great destruction was cured by Misogi 禊ぎ(Shinto ritual of repentance with 

the purification by water), therefore, the Japanese people need to move forward to the peaceful 

future.274 There was no serious critical self-examination or reflection of his Buddhist faith in 

relationship with the war and the state. He was too opportunistic. Though Akegarasu was 

criticized after the war for his pro-war stance during the war, he became the chief administrator 

of Shinshū Ōtani-ha in 1951. This event and his life show the serious problems of the lack of 

thoroughly historical and critical examinations that still exist in not only Shinshū but also the 

entire Japanese Buddhism itself in postwar Japan.  

 

A Few True Pure Land Buddhists’ Resistance: 竹中彰元 Tekenaka Shōgen 

 

                                                             
273 Kazuto Fukushima  Shinran, p. 85. 
274 Kazuto Fukushima, Shinran., p.  95. Akegarasu zenshu II, 9, “Kaiki” p. 95, July, 1946 
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Unlike Akegarasu Haya, Tekenaka Shōgen竹中彰元 (1867-1945) was one of a few True 

Pure Land Buddhists who resisted the war ideology and mobilization.275 Takenaka was the abbot 

of Myōsen-ji 明泉寺 temple of Shinshū Ōtani-ha真宗大谷派, True Pure Land Buddhism, Ōtani 

sect in Gifu 岐阜 prefecture. After the Japan-China war began in July, 1937, many young 

Japanese men were mobilized for service in China. During the ceremony of farewell for the 

soldiers at the train station on September 15, 1937, Takenaka stated: “War is sinful, as well as an 

enemy of humankind. It is better to stop the war. The nation cannot gain anything from the war 

by wasting a huge budget and losing many industries due to the mobilization of young workers 

for the war. It is wise for the nation to stop the war right now.”276 The people in the ceremony 

were shocked and angry with him, but no one reported him to the authorities since Takenaka had 

been a well respected priest in the community for a long time.  

However, Takenaka made a second anti-war statement at the True Pure Land 

Buddhist priests’ meeting on October 10, 1937: 

I cannot stop thinking that this Japan-China War is nothing other than an invasion, no 
matter how other people think. From a Mahayana Buddhist viewpoint, it is no good to 
kill many Japanese and Chinese people and spend a huge amount of money for the war. 
War is the worst sin. What kind of merit can we gain by occupying Beijing and Shanghai 
in China? Now is the time to stop the war.277 

 

At that time, many other priests disagreed with him but no one reported him to the police. 

However, during the same Buddhist priest’s meeting on October 21, 1937, one of the Buddhist 

priests demanded that Takenaka recant his previous statement of anti-war. He refused 

recantation. Then the Buddhist priests reported him to the authorities. Takenaka was arrested on 

                                                             
275 Hitoshi Daitou, Sensō ha zaiakudearu: Hansen Sōryo Tekenaka Shougen no hankotsu (Nagoya, Japan: Fūbaisha, 
2008)  
276 Ibid., pp. 64-5. Terasawa translated Takenaka’s statement on September 15, 1937. 
277 Ibid., p. 67. Terasawa translation 
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October 26, 1937. It is important to note that the Buddhist priests reported him whereas the 

people did not report him in spite of their disagreement with Takenaka.  

Takenaka was eventually sentenced to four months imprisonment in March 1938 by the 

local court. He appealed to the higher court and eventually his sentence was reduced to two 

months imprisonment and three years probation in April 1938.278  

Without being forced by the government, in November, 1938, Shinshū Ōtani-ha 

voluntarily decided to cancel Takenaka’s certificate as a religious teacher and evangelist for three 

years and reduce him to the lowest rank of the priesthood.279Takenaka died at his house, the 

temple, Myōsen-ji right after the end of war on October 21, 1945 at the age of seventy-seven. 

Takenaka, however, was able to see his anti-war statements justified. 

Why did the congregation not report Takenaka’s anti-war statement? Even though they 

had to confirm the state’s patriotic war ideology and show publicly their disagreement with 

Takenaka, many of them passively resisted the war by not reporting his anti-war statement to the 

authorities. On the other hand, why did the priests report him to the authorities? This indicated 

that the True Pure Land Buddhists Shinshū already willingly supported the state’s war ideology 

and mobilization. Therefore, the priests could not forgive Takenaka’s anti-war statement, seeing 

it as subversive of the official Shinshū policy. 

Why and how was Takenaka able to examine critically the official policy of his 

denomination and the major current of national war ideology at that time?  

First of all, Takenaka was able to put the Buddha’s Law and Shinran’s thought above his 

denominational policy of Shinshū Ōtani-ha and Japanese nationalism of kokutai. Unlike 

                                                             
278 Ibid.,  pp. 86-7. 
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Akegarasu’s modern populist idea of the current nationalistic and trendy interpretation of 

Buddhism, Takenaka was able to see reality objectively in light of the enduring Buddha’s Law 

and simply bonded with it. He seemed foolish and stubborn. However, Takenaga was able to 

resist the currents and state that war is the worst human sin and an enemy of humankind, as well 

as that this war was nothing other than an invasion of China. 

 Second, when Takenaka was studying at Ōtani University (the denominational university 

for future priests of Shinshū Ōtani-ha) in 1895-98, he was also fascinated with taking various 

philosophy courses at Inoue Enryō’s Tetsugaku-kan 井上円了の哲学館 (The House of 

Philosophy) before and even in 1901-5 after his graduation from Ōtani University.280 Takenaka 

studied various Eastern and Western philosophies beyond his denominational religious studies so 

that he was able to develop his own critical reason and conscience. Takenaka, therefore, could 

critically examine and understand Buddhism and Shinran’s thought much more deeply through 

worldwide and multiple perspectives, which freed him from the official denominational doctrines 

and national ideology.  

Third, in spite of his persistence of faith in Buddha’s Law, Takenaka tried to get correct 

information about international affairs from various sources. He read the newspapers every day 

and tried to get information and perspectives from other countries. Even during the war, he tried 

to get the content of the address of Franklin Roosevelt about what the Japanese government was 

doing. Thus, he was able to discern that the war at China was clearly Japan’s invasion.281 

Fourth, Takenaka respected social-scientific analysis. He criticized the war as a huge 

waste of the budget and loss of industries and agriculture due to the mobilization of young 

                                                             
280 Ibid., pp. 24-6, 33-5. 
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people. Therefore, he said that this war had no merit for the nation and the people by using very 

pragmatic language so the common people could understand the foolishness of the war. 

Takenaka’s objectively social scientific analysis of the war was quite different from Akegarasu’s 

solely spiritual understanding of the war as the struggle between spirit vs. matter and East vs. 

West, which was meant to fight the individual egotism of the West. 

Fifth, it took seventy years for the headquarters of Shinshū Ōtani-ha to publicly 

acknowledge their mistake in having punished Takenaka by taking away his certificate as a 

religious teacher and evangelist and putting him at the lowest rank of priest in November, 1938. 

As the result of a signature campaign to restore his honor in 2005, the headquarters of Shinshū 

Ōtani-ha finally apologized for their mistake in punishing Takenaka, and restored his honor in 

the name of Shinshū Ōtani-ha in a public ceremony on October 19, 2007 at Takenaka’s temple, 

Myōsen-ji.282  Why did it take seventy years? This is another question about post-war Shinshū, 

which I will discuss later.  

Finally, one cannot deny the limitations of Takenaka as well. Takenaka was brave, 

without question in his resistance to the major current of ultranational militarism at that time by 

adhering to the enduring Buddha’s Law. Takenaka made his anti-war statement publicly even 

though he knew that the government and his own religious institution would persecute him and 

punish him. It was important to resist the war during the wartime. However, it is more important 

to stop the preparation for war before the war occurs. Takenaka obviously could not organize his 

anti-war philosophy into a social movement in order to overcome the various causes for 

beginning the war. Takenaka’s resistance was solely individual one.283 Hence, this task is the task 

of the new generation to develop Buddhist social ethics and movements to eliminate the religious 
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and social causes of a future war, which Takenaka left for us. 

 

A Young Shinshū Soldier, Hirose Akira 広瀬  明  

Unfulfilled Dream of Revitalizing Shinran’s Spirit 

  

Hirose Akira (1919-1947) was born as a son of the priest of Shinshū Ōtani-ha temple in 

Gifu prefecture and expected to be a priest. When Hirose was young, he lost his father and 

mother and he had to take care of his younger brother. When Hirose studied at Ōtani University 

in Kyoto to become a priest in 1939 at the age of 19, Japan was already at the war with China 

and the society was mobilized for the war. After Japan entered the war with the U.S. on 

December 7th 1941, university students were also mobilized for the war by forcing them to 

graduate early.  

Hirose was drafted into the military in February 1942 at the age of 23 and came back in 

January 1945. Hirose became a priest of the temple in his hometown and created a Buddhist 

youth group and opened the temple for a library for the youth. He cultivated land for the 

community farm to help farmer’s lives based on his new idea about Buddhism. However, due to 

his physical weakness, exhaustion in life in the military and hard work, Hirose died on December 

20, 1947 at the age of 28. 

Hirose Akira constantly wrote diaries about his inner journey and they were published 

under the title of Wakaki Kyūdōsha no Nikki若き求道者の日記 (The Diary of A Youth Who 

Seeks Truth). After his death, his younger brother Hirose Takashi広瀬たかし published them in 

1970.284 Hirose’s diaries are precious documents intended for us to know how one young True 
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Pure Land Buddhist faced the war. The diaries during the war show his struggle for faith, 

survival, and transformation of his understanding of Shinshū and Buddhism as a whole. 

Hirose’s diaries consist of two parts; the first part includes his student period at Ōtani 

University from November 1939 to January 1941; the second part includes his military life and 

priestly life after coming back from military duty from February 1942 until in August, 1946. 

   

Hirose Akira’s Seimeishugi生命主義  (Vitalism) 

 

Hirose’s faith was influenced by the individualism and personalism of Taishō democracy. 

Hirose understood that he was born to be a priest, so that he came to Ōtani University and 

learned about what he was supposed to believe in as a future priest of the denomination. Hirose 

did not feel any joy at what he learned at the university. He witnessed that his fellow students 

also were not alive spiritually. However, after having learned from Professor Kaneko Daiei金子

大栄 (1881-1971), Soga Ryōjin曾我量深 (1875-1971), Hirose came to realize that all teachings 

of Shinran and Gautama Buddha were meant to find one’s true self and the preciousness of each 

and every moment of one’s life itself, so called, vitalism. Hirose stated:  

I am not interested in becoming a researcher of Shinran but I want to live according to the 
principle of life which Shinran himself had lived up to. I have no time and energy left 
other than cultivating my life.  I do not want my life to be limited by something else. I do 
not want to offer my life to an idolized and objectified Shinran or criticize Shinran with 
cold rationality. I want to get directly into the life of Shinran itself. (8/29/1941)285 
 

 Hirose himself described such a realization of joyfulness in following his own inner 

vitality and fulfilling each and every moment in his life: 

                                                                                                                                                                                                    
Yayoishobō,1970)   
285 Hirose, p.73. Terasawa’s translation. I will put its date and year in his diaries, instead of its page number from 
here.  
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Now I am being burned by the joy of life. This moment is the moment of joy and fullness 
of life. This moment coming from the spring of life cannot be replaced by anything 
else…. My life just followed someone else’s teaching. I was wandering among various 
concepts and looking for religion apart from myself. I must not be a slave of religion and 
theology. I am alive! I can see now the light of life. … (9/15/1941) 

 
Hirose’s vitalism sounds similar to that of Akegarasu. In fact, Hirose listened to 

Akegarasu when Akegarasu visited Ōtani University in July 1941. Hirose even compared his 

own vitalism to that of Nietzsche and Shinran. Unlike Akegarasu’s evangelistic vitalism for 

propaganda, Hirose’s vitalism was more pure and personal and as well his young critical mind 

was much sharper than Akegarasu’s. 

Hirose was critical of military training at the university around that time. When the 

military trainers asked students to write how Shinshū belief contributed to becoming a good 

subject of the emperor. Hirose wrote back that the best contribution of Shinshū belief would be to 

follow his own inner life. (12/6/1940). Hirose was not happy that his religious institution was 

following a nationalistic trend and the institution was apologetic to the ultranationalists who 

accused Shinshū of being anti-kokutai and irresponsibly escapist. 

Hirose insisted that True Pure Land Buddhists should follow Shinran’s faith that negated 

this world and selfish ego as sinful hell on earth in order to have a higher affirmation of one’s 

true life-vitality and the Pure Land. Pure Land Buddhists must adhere to Shinran’s Jingi-fuhai 

(non-worship of Shinto kami) as an expression of sharp negation of materialistic desire which 

had co-opted kami and shamanistic deities (6/28/1941; 7/31/1941).  

Thus, for Hirose, the Pure Land Buddhists should not forget their transcendental view of 

this world without escaping from this world. They should truly face up to the reality of the sinful 

self and hell on earth. Accordingly, the Pure Land is not in the other world but in this world. By 
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digging into the dark self, one can find true life-vitality as the manifestation of grace of the 

ultimate Tathâgata (1/17/1940; 5/6/1941; 9/16/1941). 

Even when Hirose was a student, he was worried about the state’s suppression of free 

criticism at universities, which would eventually lead to the death of the nation’s culture. Hirose 

came to realize that Shinran was a person who was able to be critical of himself and the society 

without being cynical. Thus, True Pure Land Buddhists must return to the original life-vitality of 

Shinran himself, going beyond an abstract ideology of ultranationalism or Marxism, both of 

which were not grounded in the ultimate life of the self. (10/2/1941).  

Hirose was able to point out the hypocrisy behind the totalitarian war mobilization in the 

name of public service. He wrote: 

Nowadays, people are talking about totalitarianism to which individual desire must be 
subordinated. This is dangerous if it is applied to social policy. Behind this totalitarian 
policy, there is another kind of selfish desire. The individual will and desire exist before 
any ideologies. (9/17/1940) The state asked religious leaders to cooperate with the state’s 
moral suasion campaign for the war. Unless you establish your true self, the moral 
suasion has no meaning. We must return to the original mind seeking the truth. 
(9/18/1940) 
 

 Thus, according to Hirose, for survival of the nation at war, the state demanded that 

everyone must take immediate actions in support of the war. This brought about great suffering. 

Moreover, Hirose criticized the current slogan of the military, expressing its selfish desire of 

expansionism (4/46/1941). 

 However, while Hirose was engaging in the pursuit of true self through the study of 

Buddhism at the university, Japan entered the war with the U.S. on December 7, 1941.  

Hirose wrote about his dream during the war: 

My life’s dream would be: First of all, in a quiet countryside, I would like to do a modern 
translation of Buddhist classics. Nowadays, those classics are confined to the 
denominational ivory tower. Those classics are abandoned as lifeless antiques. A 
translation is not just a change from one language to another. This is my work to translate 



  163 

those Buddhist classics to revive their life-vitality now, according to Shinran’s attitude of 
finding the life-vitality of the classics with his sincere pursuit of the true ground of self.  
Secondly, I will liberate Buddhist temples from denominational purposes to the people. If 
people think their funeral rites are important, they should ask Shinto to do them. 
(10/6/1944) 
 
However, after the war between Japan and the US began, Hirose and all Japanese 

students had to change their life dreams, since the Japanese government decided to mobilize all 

students except those in science, engineering and technology by forcing them to graduate earlier 

in order to become soldiers in the war.  

Hirose graduated on December 26, 1941 with his graduation thesis of Shinranshōnin no 

heteidō親鸞聖人の否定道 (The Way of Shinran’s Negation). Hirose joined the 11th Army 

section in the city of Toyohashi豊橋 on February 1, 1942.  

 

Hirose Akira’s faith in the struggle against authoritarian militarism in the army 

  

 In the beginning of his duty in the army, Hirose somehow positively accepted army life; 

first of all, all social and education status would be removed and people would become the same 

rank, so that it would be an opportunity to know one’s true self as well as to create a genuine 

relationship with all kinds of people. Second, all knowledge of Buddhism he learned at the 

university could be put to the test. Third, his faith could be put to the test and the reality of his 

self-vitality could be observed when he is situated in a life/death situation. Finally, Hirose 

believed that he could contribute to the nation by offering his youth energy and passion in the 

army in the service of his natural patriotism.   

Thus, though he was critical of the totalitarian trend of Japan during his student time, 

Hirose gradually tried to accept the reality of war as an individual and collective fate 
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(4/10/1943). In other words, Hirose tried to gain peace and freedom of mind in the midst of war 

as his own spiritual training without criticizing the war as foolish from an intellectually superior 

position (1/14/42). 

 Hirose was actually moved by simple soldiers of the farmers’ class who helped him and 

other soldiers without any words or expecting praise, while he was depressed with the fact that 

the most selfish animalistic instinct for survival was revealed in him and others in the army. 

Hirose often felt how useless the knowledge he learned at the university was and how it was just 

idealistic faith without being grounded (3/16/1942; 2/19/1943; 3/6/1943). Therefore, Hirose 

often thought to die passionately in the most desperate battle without thinking of or objectifying 

himself beyond the contradiction between his faith and action as well as between mind and body 

(12/19/1943). 

 However, Hirose began to wonder why Japan was winning the war in 1942 while he 

could not find a real burning patriotism inside of the soldiers and people who heteronomously 

accepted the cold rules and orders under fear of punishment if violated. Only large slogans 

existed (12/30/1942).  

It was amazing that Hirose also read not only Buddhist classics but also many western 

philosophies during his day off such as Plato, Shelling, Fichte, Hegel, Nietzsche and Dostoevsky. 

In terms of patriotism, Hirose praised the ancient Greek cities where every each citizen took 

ownership of the state, thus, the real patriotism emerged autonomously in each citizen 

(12/9/1942). At any rate, Hirose was influenced most by Shinran, Nietzsche and Nishida Kitarō 

西田幾多郎 (1870-1945), the founder of the Kyoto School. Hirose often compared Shinran’s 

notion of self with Nishida Kitarō’s philosophy of self-realization by autonomous will as the 

supreme good in Nishida’s first book, Zen no Kenkyū 善の研究 (An Inquiry into Goodness). 
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Hirose read carefully many of Nishida’s books. One can see that not only Hirose but also many 

other young intellectuals and university students were influenced by Nishida’s philosophy and 

other Kyoto School philosophers around that time. I will discuss Nishida’s philosophy and the 

Kyoto School in their relationships with kokutai ideology in a later section in this chapter.  

Hirose found that ultranationalism was an abstract right-wing ideology, which was 

conceptually opposed to another abstract left-wing ideology of Marxism without being 

connected with the ultimate concern (5/22/1944). Therefore, the state was not giving the real 

purpose and the meaning of the war to the people, why Japanese must fight the war from the 

point of the inner deepest conscience and reason. (12/9/1942; 10/3/1943; 10/20/1943) Hence, 

Hirose emphasized the significance of Buddhist faith, especially Shinran’s concentrating on the 

ultimate foundation of one’s self (5/20/1944).  

For this reason, Hirose became critical of his own Shinshū denomination; Shinshū was 

only concerned with an institutional survival by following the nationalistic trend and evangelism 

for its own denominational expansion.  Shinshū was not taking responsibility for the ultimate and 

critical issues of life and society at that time at its own institutional risk. Hirose insisted that each 

Shinshū believer must throw out denominational pride and become independent as a naked 

individual bearing the cross of the fundamental issues of the society in this age (9/14/1943). It 

was surprising that Hirose was able to keep contemplating the essential issues of faith and 

society during tough army duties.  

At the time he joined the army, Hirose positively believed that the military might be the 

place for his own spiritual training and senior leaders had care for or love of the lower rank 

junior soldiers.  When, however, after 1943, Japan experienced continuous defeats in battles, 

many contradictions and problems within the military that had been suppressed were more 
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revealed. Hirose could not often stand the ugly selfishness of senior army leaders who kept their 

comfort by ordering junior soldiers to make sacrifices in the name of public service. Senior 

leaders privately enjoyed privileges of food, drink for themselves, while the frontline soldiers 

were starving (4/16/1944). Moreover, it was most disturbing for Hirose that many senior leaders 

enjoyed punishing junior soldiers privately by following their own feelings without legitimate 

lawful and clear reason or evidence (5/2/1944).   

Hirose eventually found that Japan’s defeat was inevitable long before the end of the war. 

He clearly witnessed the inner and ethical collapse of the authoritarian heteronomous systems of 

the military and even society without each individual’s autonomous will and passion; the leaders 

did not care for or love the frontline soldiers and enjoyed using their high positions privately in 

the name of patriotism, ordering and punishing the lower ranks who could not freely state any 

opinions but feared only punishment. Hirose stated: 

How ugly our leaders are! Even the generals of one army section are enjoying themselves 
under the lights during an air raid (during air raids, turning off all lights was the military 
order). The section leaders are taking of 100 pieces of candy for their children while each 
soldier is given only one every month. All soap is taken by the section leaders to his 
family and they carried cakes of soap by car, using gasoline whose value was equivalent 
to human blood at that time. Such a ridiculous thing must exist!? Japan is already 
defeated whether winning the battle or not. Japan has already collapsed by her own 
people’s ego and selfishness. Therefore the old Japan is dead now. I hope this is the sign 
before the new dawn! (12/8/1944) 

 
 Hirose was eventually discharged on January 15, 1945 before the end of the war. He 

returned to his hometown in Gifu prefecture and became a priest.  

 

Transformation of Hirose’s faith, perspectives on Buddhism and practices 
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 During Hirose’s army duty for three years, he was able to redefine his faith and 

perspectives on Buddhism. Now Hirose tried to practice what he found during the war as a True 

Pure Land Buddhist priest. He married. When Japan eventually declared the surrender on August 

15, 1945, Hirose strongly stated: 

The final time has come. Who could predict it four years ago? We are defeated. We can 
find the true naked selves. Stop the big slogans. We now find that we had nothing other 
than selfish egotism from the beginning of the war. At this moment, we must look at 
ourselves honestly, then, with this self-awakening, we are able to rise up from the ashes 
(8/22/1945)  

 After the war, many social problems such as lack of food, poverty, and people’s 

disillusionment were overwhelming. In that situation, how could Hirose as a supposedly spiritual 

leader start practicing his thought and faith? The people under such suffering tended to seek the 

Pure Land as an imagined comfortable other-world as a hope to escape from confronting difficult 

reality. However, Hirose rejected the imaginatively objectified or rationally thought out Pure 

Land. Rather, he emphasized the total transcendence of Pure Land without images of Pure Land. 

Moreover, without escaping to the other-worldly Pure Land, he stressed confronting our 

suffering in the true reality and self, then at the bottom of ourselves in the midst of suffering and 

wondering, there was a voice of yearning for liberation that is the voice of Tathâgata. Hirose 

stated: 

Buddhism is not forms and rituals as objectified image or belief, but the principle or the 
ground of life itself. It is not our life style or forms but our attitude to life itself. Abandon 
chanting (Nembutsu)! Abandon Shinran!  Listen to the voice of the ground of yourself 
and your existence! (2/13/1945) 

 

  That can be called neither transcendental only nor immanent only. Hirose’s 

transcendental immanence is significant. Thus, Hirose often felt there was a barrier between the 
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priesthood and the people. He wanted to be totally independent as a genuine individual of faith. 

He said: 

I want to abandon temple and priesthood to live naturally. I want to talk to the heart of 
people as a naked individual freely. I hate my temple background. Ghosts with beautiful 
Buddha’s images, which were actually Satan, threatened me and tempted me (3/31/1945)  

 For these reasons, Hirose decided to open one of the residences of his temple as a library 

for the people to read all his classics and books freely. Hirose planned to return to Ōtani 

University to fulfill his life dream, translating of Buddhist classics. Hirose also organized youth 

groups to study together. Furthermore, under the most difficult poverty of the people in the post-

war situation, with the youth groups, Hirose worked hard to cultivate the land and forests of the 

temple’s property as new farms for community cooperatives.    

 However, due to his physical weakness after his army experience and hard work of 

cultivation of the land, Hirose became ill and died on December 20, 1947 at the age of 28, 

leaving wife and a one-year-old son. On the last paragraph in his diary, Hirose’s transcendental 

immanent vitalism was stated: 

To listen to the pledge of Tathâgata is to be awakened with your real inner voice. If there 
is some belief, there is still doubt. If there is separation between Tathâgata and myself, as 
well as believing and belief, it is not true faith. Tathâgata is myself and myself is                     
Tathâgata.(8/30/1946) 

 

While actively participating in and engaging with the society and the lives of people, he 

wanted to keep the total transcendence of the Pure Land as a criterion for being self-critical, as 

well as being critical of society.  If he had lived longer, Hirose would have developed his 

transcendental immanence of the Pure Land faith in post-war Japan, contributing to the reform of 

Buddhism and society. Hirose’s unfulfilled dream is left for us.   
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 Evaluations 

 

Shinshū in its relationship with the state has changed throughout history. Shinran who 

was the founder of Shinshū made a clear distinction between Jōdo 浄土 (The Pure Land) and 

Edo穢土 (This world, the sinful world). According to Shinran, those who believed in the grace 

and calling of Amida Buddha for Jōdo, were also asked by Amida Buddha to respond to the 

calling in a special way of living and preparing themselves in this world. Therefore, Shinshū 

believers’ life styles must be different from others; while awaiting the transcendental Pure Land, 

they live according to Amida Buddha’s law with their both mind and body in spite of its limited 

actualization in this world. Thus, they must not worship or immerse themselves in this-worldly 

values and deities of family, tribe and nation, thereby losing their transcendental faith in the Pure 

Land. Shinran was critical of the sinfulness of the emperor, politicians and even Shinto and local 

shamanism in regard to the violation of the eternal Buddha law. For Shinran, the notion of Pure 

Land functions as the critical criterion by which the individual subject becomes independent 

from this-worldly values and affairs and transcends them.  

 However, the modern Shinshū altered Shinran’s transcendental attitude of faith towards 

the Pure Land to the immanent view of Pure Land within this world. They invented Shinzoku-

nitai, the dualistic faith of Shintai (transcendental truth) and Zokutai (conventional truth) as two 

manifestations of Tathâgata and Amida Buddha. Shinshū also created another mind-body 

dualism in which the mind belongs to the Pure Land in the inner private realm and the body 

belongs to the conventional truth in the outer public realm, as discussed before.  

Therefore, the critical attitude towards this world was lost due to the justification by the 
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conventional truth which is a different manifestation of Tathâgata; whether the state is bad or 

good, democracy or totalitarianism, it must be accepted as the conventional truth, as long as the 

mind awaits the Pure Land and keeps faith in the grace of Amida Buddha in the inner private 

realm. 

  It reminds me of a kind of similarity between the Pure Land Buddhist’s dualistic faith of 

Shinzoku-nitai and the German Lutherans’ dualistic notion of two Kingdoms. Both Japanese Pure 

Land Buddhists and German Lutherans had also similar difficulty in resisting the totalitarian 

regimes during 1930-45, since both focused on the inner private realm of faith as well as total 

dependency on the grace of the “Wholly Other,” so that they were less critical towards the state 

and accepted whatever the state did. Despite the resistance of Toshii’s anti-elimination of the 

holy text, Takenaka, Hirose and Bonheoffer, their main religious institutions accepted the 

totalitarian regimes. The resistances of Toshii, Takenaka and Hirose were only individual 

prophetic voices in the wilderness without being able to organize an opposition movement to 

influence the nation and society. They were personally still in the realm of love of Shinran’s faith 

and at large in their denominational pride without systematically developing their faith in terms 

of social ethics in relation to the state and society.  

 A faith in total dependency on the grace of the “Wholly Other” and waiting for the Pure 

Land as the other world are fine in the private and individual realm. However, we cannot live 

without relationship with others, society, nation and world. Thus, the Pure Land Buddhists must 

develop their inner personal faith into ethical decision by their own free will on what to accept or 

reject in this world according to the Buddha’s Law. This deliberate decision must be their 

Buddhist social ethics.  Both Pure Land Buddhists and Lutherans neglected human free will and 

critical reason due to the emphasis on the helplessness of sinful human nature. Yes, it is true in 
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the inner or individual level. However, they need a willful moral decision in the public realm 

with objective and critical scientific analysis of the social structure. Hirose Akira’s 

transcendental immanence was in this direction. Thereby, Pure Land Buddhists can develop a 

religious social ethics beyond the dualistic dichotomy of faith between the inner and the outer, as 

well as the private and the public. 

 
Nichiren Buddhists’ Responses: Collaborations and Resistances 

 

Nichirenshugi 日蓮主義  (Nichirenism) of Tanaka Chigaku田中智学  and 
Honda Nisshō本多日生  

 

Nichiren Buddhism became more nationalistic in its character after the Meiji Restoration 

as a result of Tanaka Chigaku (1861-1939)and Honda Nisshō’s (1867-1931) new interpretation 

of Nichiren doctrines, so called Nichirenshugi: 2500 years after Gautama Buddha’s death, 

mappō末法(the Last Day) must come in order for the Right Dharma to prevail and return to 

India from Japan. Nichiren predicted that mappō would come when the Right King comes to 

restore the Right Dharma. The Right King must be the Japanese emperor.  

Nichirenshugi was a modern philosophical interpretation of Nichiren’s teachings in order 

to meet the need for the establishment of the modern-nation-state and its ideology, kokutai.  

Beyond traditional local district temples and priests, Nichrenshugi sought a modern lay 

movement appealing to urban leaders, intellectuals, and the middle class. Tanaka established this 

lay organization, Kokuchū-kai国柱会 (Pillar of the Nation Society) centered on Nichirenshugi. 

Honda Nisshō established Tōitsu-dan 統一団 (The Unification Corps) in order to unite different 
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Nichiren sects under Nichirenshugi. However, Honda worked more with the local Nichiren 

temples and priests than Tanaka did.286 

It was during the Taishō period that Tanaka and Honda’s Nichirenshugi became most 

popular. The traditional Nichiren temples were worried about losing many members in the local 

areas because of the population shift from the rural area to the urban industrial areas. Therefore 

the young generation of Nichiren Buddhism had hope in Nichirenshugi. Furthermore, owing to 

the rise of new religions like Ōmoto-kyō, Hitonomichi, and Tenri-kyō that appealed successfully 

to the urban people and industrial workers who left their rural hometowns and sought spiritual 

solidarities, Nichiren Buddhism tried to evangelize the urban people by Nichirenshugi. 

Moreover, due to the rise of the Taishō imperial democracy, socialism, Russian revolution and 

the popular riots, Nichirenshugi met the needs for contextualization of kokutai ideology within 

the democratic and popular quests of the people in the Taishō period.287 

Tanaka and Honda aimed to make Nichirenshugi the national doctrine. Even the emperor 

had faith in it. Tanaka’s interpretation of kokutai was quite different from that of the National 

Learning Schools or State Shinto’s in which the eternity of the emperor’s lineage is the proof of 

Japan’s greatness and divine mission. These National Learning School and State Shinto’s 

interpretation of kokutai were not appealing at all to the urban middle class intellectuals in the 

context of the internationalism of the Taishō period. However, Tanaka’s Nichirenshugi provided 

a much broader, and even universal, interpretation of kokutai: since Japan has a global mission in 

guiding the world by the Right Dhamma of the Lotus Sutra, Japan must be great, according to 

                                                             
286 The meaning of Kokuchu-kai as the association for the pillar of the nation came from Nichiren’s declaration, “I 
will become the pillar of Japan” when Nichiren was enlightened for his mission and faith in the lotus sutra in 1253 at 
his age of thirty. 
287 Eiiich Ōtani, Kindai Nihon no Nichirenshugi-undo (Kyoto, Japan: Hōzoukan, Kyoto, 2001). p. 228. Ōtani’s book 
is the most critical and comprehensive analysis of the modern Nichirenshugi in sociological and historical methods. 
Jacqueline Stone, “Japanese Lotus and Millennialism: from militant nationalism to contemporary peace movement,” 
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Nichiren’s prediction. For this reason, the emperor who has reigned from the beginning of 

Japanese history must be great and divine. Without the foundation of a worldwide mission of the 

Right Dhamma of Nichirenshigi, kokutai and the emperor would lose their real meanings. For 

them, Nichirenshugi is the mind, and kokutai is the body.288Tanaka and his followers remarked 

that Tanaka’s Nichirenshugi is Junsei-Nichirenshugi 純正日蓮主義 (the Pure and Right 

Nichirenshugi), which was different from other Nichiren sectarian teachings.289  

Honda Nisshō believed that three religions of Shinto (reverence to the root of nation, the 

emperor), Confucianism (family social ethics), and Buddhism (profound philosophy and 

compassion) were united within Nichiren, so that kokutai and Nichirenshugi were totally one. All 

thoughts and philosophies would be united by Nichirenshugi.290 

One can see interestingly different approaches on modernity in terms of religion and 

society between Tanaka’s Nichirenshugi and True Pure Land Buddhist, Kiyozawa Manshi, 

mentioned in chapter three. Both Tanaka and Kiyozawa emphasized the importance of modernity 

and lay initiative movements beyond the traditional district temples. For Kiyozawa, it was 

modernity that emphasizes the individual inner spirituality that transcends the state and the 

society and separates it from the external reality, as mentioned in chapter three. On the other 

hand, for Tanaka’s Nichirenshugi, it was modernity in which religion takes an active role in 

guiding the state and initiating the social activities so as to be a leading ideology for the modern-

nation-state.  

After the Russian revolution in 1917, the Japanese ruling class had a significant sense of 

crisis about the maintenance of the emperor-system of kokutai. Therefore, for the state, 

Nchirenshugi’s philosophical and universal aspects were useful for the “moral suasion” 
                                                             
288 Ibid., pp. 258-260.  
289 Ibid., pp. 230-1. 
290 Ibid., p. 260. 
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campaign in order to re-authenticate the kokutai ideology in the new social context. It seemed 

especially good for “thought correction and guidance” of the urban middle class and youth who 

were attracted to the new socialistic and democratic ideas.  

Therefore, it was a critical turning point of the Nichirenshugi movements when the 

emperor gave the official posthumous title, Risshō-daishi 立正大師 (The Great Master of the 

Establishment of Righteousness) to Nichiren in October, 1922. This was the official imperial 

recognition of Nichiren for the first time in history of Nichiren Buddhism. For Tanaka and 

Honda, this was the great first step towards the establishment of Hōkokumeigō法国冥合 (Unity 

between the Dhamma of Lotus Sutra and the Nation) as the goal of Nichirenshugi. In other 

words, this event underlined that the state expected the Nichirenshugi groups to work with the 

state’s initiative of the “moral suasion campaign” at the grass root level in the cities. 291 

Especially after the Great Tokyo Earthquake on September 1, 1923, owing to the socio-political-

economical-ideological confusion, the state expected Nichirenshugi to work with “thought 

correction and guidance” through its interpretation of the kokutai ideology.  

It was important that in order to counter the Taishō democratic trend, the state, Tanaka 

and Honda worked together to revive the virtues and memories of the Meiji emperor in order to 

establish the Meiji-setsu 明治節 (The Day of the Meiji) as a national holiday of commemoration 

of the Meiji emperor. Thus, Tanaka organized the grass roots association, Meiji-kai (The 

Association of Meiji) based on Kokuchū-kai in May, 1925 and launched the national campaign. 

The Meiji-setsu was eventually approved by the parliament in January in 1927 and became a 

national holiday on November 3, 1927.292  
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Upon the successful establishment of the Meiji-setsu, Tanaka and Honda joined together 

in the initiative of Hamaguchi Yūkō 浜口雄幸 Cabinet, the Kyōka Dōin Undō教化動員運動 

(The Campaign for Moral Suasion Mobilization) in 1929-30. Nichirenshugi took an active role in 

Kyōka Dantai Rengōkai 教化団体連合 (The Federation of Moral Suasion Groups), founded in 

1924 by the Home Ministry. The Education Ministry in 1925 counted seven or eight hundred 

moral suasion groups in which Tokaka and Honda’s Nichirenshugi groups were active. In Osaka 

alone, some five thousand moral suasion commissioners (kyōka iin教化委員) served as liaisons 

among local suasion groups in 1926.293  

Kyōka Dōin Undō 教化動員運動 (The Campaign for Moral Suasion Mobilization) in 

1929-30 took place after the Hirohito’s Tairei 大礼 (The Coronation Ceremony) throughout 

1928, especially at the Kyoto palace on November 11, 1928. During Tairei, both Tanaka and 

Honda received Ginhai銀杯 (a silver cup) from Hirohito. For both, it was one of the greatest 

honors, so that they felt compelled to re-authorize kokutai by Nichirenshugi.294 

The major imperial universities and private universities had student’s research circles of 

Nichirenshugi. Tanaka also published Kokuchū-shinbun国柱新聞 (the pillar of the nation 

newspaper). The newspaper was subscribed to by Ishiwara Kanji 石原莞爾 and Inoue Nisshō井

上日召, who would become important leaders of ultranationalism, and by Miyazawa Kenji 宮沢

賢治, a brilliant poet. The newspaper strongly influenced their thought processes.295 Both 

Ishiwara and Miyazawa incidentally joined Kukochū-kai in 1920. These three persons especially 

Ishiwara Kanji, will be discussed in the next section.  
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After receiving the silver cup from Hirohito, Honda established Chihōshikoku-kai知法思

国会 (The Association for knowing the Dhamma and focusing on the Nation). To bring the moral 

suasion to the working people and unions in order to resolve the urban-labor disputes, it was 

sponsored by the business and military leaders.  One of Honda’s students of Nichirenshugi, 

Seno’o Girō 妹尾義郎 later raised a critical question to Honda’s way of moral suasion for the 

labor disputes so as to protect only capitalists and the state. We will discuss Seno’o Girō in the 

next section.   

 

Ishiwara Kanji 石原莞爾 and Manchukuo満州国  

 

Ishiwara Kanji (1889-1949) was the leader of the Kwantung Army関東軍 in Manchuria 

and the architect of the Manchurian Incident in September 1931 which aimed to create Japan’s 

puppet state of Manchukuo. Historians have regarded him as an ultranationalistic political and 

military strategist for the Japanese imperial aggression against Manchuria and China in order to 

prepare for war against the U.S. However, recently several historians have pointed out that the 

motivation of Ishiwara’s strategy originated in his faith in Tanaka Chigaku’s Nichirenshugi and 

its interpretation of kokutai.296 

There was the rise of strong popular movements during the Taishō period (1912-23) such 

as Yoshino Sakuzō’s democratic ideology Minpon-shugi, the Rice Riots, and The First Protection 

of the Constitution Movement in resonance with the Russian Revolution in 1917 and the Labor 
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movements in Europe and the U.S. as mentioned in chapter four.297 Therefore, many young 

intellectual military officers, who had been educated in the classical kokutai ideology and the 

Imperial Rescript of Education, were often confused as to their ideologies and future visions of 

Japan by the new ideologies and the popular movements. Ishiwara was one of them. He was a 

brilliant intellectual, and thus he was asked to study military science in Germany in 1922-25.298 

In other words, Ishiwara’s faith in kokutai in the particular nationalism of “Japanese-ness” was 

challenged by the universal trans-national ideologies of socialism, communism, democracy, and 

Christianity. 

Ishiwara eventually found his philosophical and spiritual refuge in Nichiren Buddhism 

through Tanaka Chigaku’s Nichirenshugi and joined Tanaka’s Kokuchū-kai in 1920, two years 

before he went to Germany.299 The significance of the particularity of Japanese kokutai was 

universally legitimated by the faith in the universal Buddha through Nichirenshugi. During his 

study in Germany, Ishiwara heard of The Great Tokyo Earthquake on September 1, 1923. He 

took it very seriously as a Heavenly great warning to Japan, as well as the sign of coming mappō 

(The Last Day). Ishiwara felt compelled to carry out his Buddhist mission to actualize Tanaka’s 

Nichirenshugi in Japan through his military service.  

Upon this foundation, after having returned from Germany, Ishiwara experienced a 

spiritual revelation when he visited the Ise-Shinto Shrine in 1927; while he was reciting the 

Lotus Sutra, he saw a vision of the entire earth and the bright light arose from Japan towards 

Manchuria. This experience confirmed Ishiwara’s faith in Nichiren’s prophecy: after mappō, the 

Right Dhamma is returned to India from Japan. Ishiwara was convinced that he would carry out 

                                                             
297 Yoshino Sakuzo was a professor of Tokyo Imperial University, a leading ideologue of Imperial Democracy so 
called, Minpon-shugi (People-Center-ism) which is different from Minshu-shugi (Democracy) 
298 Ōtani, Nichirenshugi, p. 134. 
299 Ibid., p. 152. 



  178 

by decisive right actions in order to expand Japan’s mission in Manchuria.300 Therefore, Ishiwara 

Kanji became the key architect for the Manchurian Incident on September 18, 1931 to establish 

Japan’s puppet nation of Manchukuo.  

 For Ishiwara, Manchukuo was not a Japanese territory but an ideal nation according to 

the Buddhist notion of interdependent co-arising, so that Japanese must be one of the five races 

in harmony with Koreans, Manchurians, Chinese and Mongolians as an equal partner Gozoku-

kyōwa 五族協和 (The harmony of five races). This was Ishiwara’s unique Buddhist Pan-

Asianism.  

Ishiwara realized his own millennialistic idea even beyond Tanaka’s teaching. According 

to Nichiren’s prophecy, after Buddha’s death, it would take five periods of five hundred years 

(2500 years) before the manifestation of the True Dhamma. Thus the last five hundred years is 

the beginning of the Last Day period during which the final battle would take place in order to 

end the wars for eternal peace.  However, depending on two Northern and Southern Buddhist 

schools, the estimation of Buddha’s death was different; 949 B.C.E (Northern School) and 485 

B.C.E (Southern School). Therefore, according to Ishiwara, time calculation of the Last Day 

period must be different. After a long struggle, Ishiwara eventually concluded that different dates 

of the Last Day period must be a double prediction about Nichiren (1222-1282) as the coming of 

jōgyōbosatsu (the great bodhisattva) based on the Northern view and the Japanese emperor as the 

Right King based on the Southern view.301 

Accordingly, for Ishiwara, the Japanese emperor is more than the ruler of Japan, but the 

messianic figure who will guide the final battle toward lasting peace and unification for the 
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entire humankind. The final battle in human history will be the struggle between the spiritual 

civilization of the East headed by Japan and the materialistic civilization of the West guided by 

the U.S.302  

Thus, Ishiwara disagreed with the Japan’s further military expansion in China in 1937 

beyond Manchukuo in order for Japan first to prepare national power and resources for the final 

battle. Ishiwara’s statement against advanced military operations in China caused a lifelong 

conflict with his superior Tōjō Hideki 東条英機 (1884-1948), the chief of staff of the 

Manchukuo and Northern China military operation at that time. Ishiwara was the vice chief. Tōjō 

eventually fired Ishiwara and sent him back to Japan as a small section leader in the city of 

Maizuru舞鶴 in 1938.303  

In 1938, Chiang Kai-shek 蒋介石 (1897-1975), leader of the Nationalist Party, and his 

enemy Mao Zedong毛沢東(1893-1976), leader of the Chinese Communist Party, eventually 

made an alliance against the Japanese military aggression, and anti-Japan Chinese nationalism 

arose nationwide. Many conscientious Japanese intellectuals and leaders came to understand that 

simple military aggression and imposition of Japanese kokutai ideology upon the Chinese 

population would not work. In order to gain the support of the Chinese people, a pan-Asian 

ideology based on some universal value would be needed. Thus, the prime minister, Konoe 

Fumimaro declared the “New East Asian Order” in November 1938 in order to create an alliance 

among Japan, Manchukuo and China and to fight international communism.  However, Konoe’s 

idea was rejected by Chiang Kai-shek.  

Ishiwara, a Buddhist Pan-Asianist, certainly understood the limitation of imposing Japan-

centered kokutai ideology upon Koreans, Chinese and Manchurians. He founded Tōa-Renmei 東
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亜連盟 (The East Asian League) which was a kind of federation of the three countries of Japan, 

Manchukuo and China as equal partners for political independence, economic union and military 

cooperation.304 The East Asian League acknowledged the political independence of each of the 

three nations. However, there had to be a core ideology, as well as someone must be the head of 

the League. Ishiwara called its core ideology Ōdō 王道 (The way of King) that comes from one 

of the Confucian five classics, the Book of Li 礼記(Rite). Although Ishiwara was personally a 

Buddhist, he used a Confucian notion of Ōdō as a unifying principle of mutual respect and 

cooperation in East Asia.  

Who must be the head? According to Ishiwara’s faith, the Japanese emperor must be the 

head, since the Japanese emperor must be no longer the ruler of Japan but the messianic figure 

guiding the final war in the Last Day to end war in human history and bring eternal peace for the 

human kind. This idea is quite self-contradictory. However, a considerable number of Chinese, 

Manchurian and Korean intellectuals supported Ishiwara’s East Asian League. Tōjō, however, 

became the head of Japanese Army ministry in the cabinet in July 1940 and eventually the prime 

minister in October1941 and tried to destroy Ishiwara’s East Asian League as much as he could.  

However, Ishiwara’s millennial notion of the final war was ironically ended by the 

apocalyptic disaster of atomic bombs in Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945.305 After the 

war, Ishiwara acknowledged his mistakes and totally changed his view from the militaristic 

figure of the emperor and the position of Japan to the non-armament, non-violent, and pacifist 

emperor and Japan, accepting the peace constitution as a contributing to world peace. His notion 

of the final war between the East and the West was also changed to the Cold War between 

communism headed by the USSR and democracy by the US. Therefore, Japan with its non-
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armament policy could help mediate between the USSR and the US. Ishiwara came to 

understand the significance of Christianity and predicted the future dialogue between 

Christianity and Buddhism as the key for world peace.306  

 Ishiwara’s view of Buddhist Pan Asianism and his vision of the East Asian League failed 

and could not stop the war against China and the US. His book on the final war between the East 

and the West became popular in the 1940’s. Though he disagreed with Tōjō’s war against the US 

at that time, his view on justification of the final war and the mission of the emperor and Japan in 

the global millennial vision were used to encourage many young intellectuals and even 

Buddhists willingly to join the war and the divinization of the emperor. We need to examine 

critically Ishiwara’s millennial notion of Nichirenshugi, since many Nichiren new religious 

groups emerged in post-war Japan, such as Sōka Gakkai, Risshō-Kōseikai etc. These Nichiren 

Buddhist new religions have had a considerable influence in Japanese society and politics even 

today.  

 
Seno’o Girō妹尾義郎 and Shinkō Bukkyō Seinen Dōmei新興仏教青年同盟  (The 

Youth Federation for Revitalizing Buddhism: YFRB): Its Resistance and Defeat 

 

Seno’o Girō 妹尾義郎 (1889-1961) founded Shinkō Bukkyō Seinen Dōmei新興仏教

青年同盟 (The Youth Federation for Revitalizing Buddhism: YFRB) on April 15th in 1931. 

Seno’o Girō was an important Buddhist figure in pre-war Japan. Seno’o was one of a few 

Buddhists who organized the resistance movements against ultranationalistic war ideology and 

militarism. Seno’o worked not only among Buddhists, but also attempted to ally with non-
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Buddhists such as labor unions, socialists and even Christians and Marxists to fight against the 

imperial ideology and war mobilization during the 1930’s.  

Many young Buddhists came to join The Youth Federation for Revitalizing Buddhism 

(YFRB) beyond sectarian divisions, though Seno’o was a lay priest of Nichiren Buddhism. This 

was the declaration of a Buddhist social gospel or social Buddhism. The motto was “To Bear the 

Buddha into the Streets and Villages.” Seno’o was the chairperson of the Federation. They 

proclaimed: 1) We have to return to Buddha, Shakamuni himself beyond denomination. 2) We 

have to reform Buddhism that is now like a dead corpse, which is too stagnant, superstitious and 

corrupt to fit the new age. 3) We have to fight against the exploitation by capitalism and to create 

a new society. This movement’s membership was 3000 at its peak in 1936.307 The YFRB 

members were always involved in peasant disputes as well as labor disputes.  

 

Seno’o Giro’s Life and Thought 

 

Seno’o Girō was born in the Hiroshima prefecture on December 16, 1889. He was a 

brilliant student and in June, 1908, he went to the best junior college in Japan, Ikkō 一高 (The 

First High School in Tokyo, from which most of the students were enrolled in the Tokyo Imperial 

University), where Nitobe Inazō 新渡戸稲造 (1862-1933) was the principal. Nitobe was a 

Quaker and a friend of Uchimura Kanzō 内村鑑三 who founded Mukyōkai無教会 (Non-Church 

Movement). Seno’o was strongly influenced by Nitobe’s personality in his humanism and faith. 

Nitobe’s influence was an important foundation for his later humanistic social activities. Even 
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before Seno’o came to The First High School, he was deeply influenced by his middle school 

principal, Yanai Michitami柳井道民 in 1903. Yanai studied at Sapporo Nōgakkō札幌農学校 

(the Sapporo Agricultural School) guided by the principal, William Smith Clark where Nitobe 

and Uchimura studied and learned about Christian faith from Clark.308 It is important to note that 

Seno’o’s encounter with an independent, non-sectarian Christian humanism deeply shaped 

Seno’o’s youth consciousness and his later activities even though Seno’o eventually became a 

Buddhist social activist. 

After Seno’o became very ill during his study, he returned to his hometown in December 

1909. It took a long time to recover from his illness. Thus, Seno’o had to quit the school due to 

his family’s financial difficulty in September 1911. This meant that Seno’o had to give up an 

elite course, which was granted to most of the First High School’s graduates. During his 

sickness, he had an opportunity to read the Lotus Sutra and had a spiritual experience. Seno’o 

asked one of the ordained Nichiren priests, Shaku Nikken 釈日研 (1860-1919) to become an 

ordained lay priest in December, 1915. After he had recovered his health, he went to Tokyo to 

study Nichiren Buddhism through Tanaka Chigaku and Honda Nisshō’s Nichirenshugi in March 

1918.309 

Seno’o was strongly impressed with Nichirenshugi by Honda Nisshō 本多日生 who 

believed in the 法華千年王国 Hokke (Lotus Sutra) Millennialism.310  Honda immediately 

understood Seno’o’s intellectual and spiritual talents and potential. Seno’o became a full time 

member of Honda’s organizational center, Tōitsu-kaku統一閣 in January, 1919. In confronting 
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these social economic problems as well as the reform of Nichiren Buddhism, Seno’o started the 

youth organization of Nichiren Buddhists, the Great Japan Nichiren Youth Federation大日本日

蓮主義青年団 in November, 1919. He hoped to revitalize Nichiren Buddhism by the young 

Nichiren Buddhists’ enthusiastic dedication. Seno’o published the magazine, Wakōdo若人 (The 

Youth) in September, 1920. This monthly magazine became popular among Buddhist youth.  

The main theme of “The Youth” was its emphasis on the importance of youthful 

inspiration for the ideals and actions based on Nichiren’s faith and conviction. One can see a 

significant influence from Honda Nisshō for its passionate patriotism and faith with action 

against the inactive Nichiren Buddhist temples’ slumber in their status quo. Seno’o often 

compared the current corrupted Nichiren temples to Christianity’s active worldwide evangelism. 

He encouraged revitalization of Nichiren’s faith and action to surpass Christianity by learning 

from Christians. In comparison to the other Nichiren Buddhist leaders, Seno’o did not have any 

animosity towards Christians despite his disagreement with their doctrines. Because, Seno’o had 

good memories of his Christian teachers, especially Nitobe at the junior college in Tokyo and his 

middle school principal, Yanai Michitami. Seno’o’s positive understanding of Christianity 

showed his potential for interreligious dialogue and for later social reform and peace movement 

against the war ideology.  

After the long period of his illness and unfulfilled academic ambition, Seno’o seemed to 

find the place to achieve his full potential. Just as Nichiren was deeply concerned with the nation 

and the society, Seno’o was involved in the social issues and the condition of people’s lives. 

Moreover, around that time, the Russian Revolution took place in 1917, so that many Japanese 

idealistic youth became interested in Marxism. Seno’o also learned about Marxism as a form of 

modern humanism.  Seno’o was involved in the farmers’ disputes in 1924. He tried to appeal to 
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the conscience of Buddhist landlords to resolve the disputes, but he failed miserably. Thus, 

Seno’o came to realize the limitation of Buddhist social teachings and the necessity of structural 

social reform. Seno’o also realized that Honda Nisshō’s Nichirenshugi was sponsored by many 

wealthy capitalists and landowners who desired to use Honda’s Nichirenshugi to create a “moral 

self-blaming system” among farmers and labors. He took seriously class analysis of capitalism as 

his method despite his disagreement with Marx’s anti-religion philosophy.311 

Atheistic and anti-religion movements by Marxists and socialists arose during the 1920-

30’s since many religious institutions cooperated with the government’s moral suasion 

campaigns in order to counter the ideology of class struggle and resentment. Seno’o, of course, 

opposed the idealism of religion, which focuses only on personal and individual salvation 

without regard to socio-political change and solidarity with the sufferings of the people. Seno’o, 

however, insisted that religion and especially Buddhism is important in terms of transformation 

of the inner selfish ego to the personality of selfless compassion Mugaai 無我愛, and at the same 

time, dedication to change of the social structure and capitalism.  

For the reasons given above, Seno’o founded the Youth Federation for Revitalizing 

Buddhism (YFRB) in April, 1931. Seno’o explored a new interpretation of the “three-fold 

refuge” of traditional Buddhism: the Buddha, the Dhamma and the Sangha. According to Seno’o, 

to take refuge in the Buddha, all Buddhist sects must break through all sectarian boundaries to 

unite by going back to the historical Buddha, Gautama, Shakyamuni. Moreover, Shakyamuni 

sacrificed himself to liberate all sentient beings, thus, we have to dedicate ourselves to all 

people’s wellbeing. Second, to take refuge in the Dhamma, we must live up to the Dhamma, 

which means that we live in the way of dependent co-arising or dependent-co-origination. This 

relational notion is the key to live up to co-dependency in compassion and love for the people. 
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According to the Dhamma, the notion of dependent co-arising leads to the notion of sunyata 

(absolute emptiness or nothingness). Seno’o interpreted the notion of sunyata as no-self 

possession, no individual claim on property in the universe. All being is co-dependent in the 

universe.  Seno’o states that this is the Buddhist dialectics, which is different from Marx’s 

dialectical materialism. Third, to take refuge in the Sangha that is a Buddhist community, 

Buddhists must live without possessions and sharing everything with one another. This Buddhist 

community of Sangha can be called the Buddhist communitarianism or Buddhist solidarity or 

Buddhist socialism. Thus, for Seno’o, Buddhism is no longer compatible with the capitalistic 

exploitation.312 

After 1931, Japan started the Manchurian Incident and the war against China. 

Ultranationalism and militarism arose in Japan. In Germany, the Nazis controlled the German 

government. Seno’o organized the Anti-Fascist Movement as well as the Anti-Imperialist 

Movement against Japan’s invasion of Manchuria and China. He worked with Shakai-taishu-tō

社会大衆党 (the Social Democratic Mass Party) and helped their representatives to be elected in 

the parliament. Seno’o and YFRB helped Katō Kanjū 加藤勘十 (1892-1978), the representative 

of The Social Democratic Mass Party, for the national parliamentary election. Katō was elected 

with the highest number of votes in the nation on February 21, 1936.313 Seno’o was asked to take 

responsible position of editor in chief of the magazine of the labor movement Rōdōzasshi 労働雑

誌. He worked with socialists, Christians, labor unions even communists to re-organize the Anti-

Fascist Movement. For these reasons, the government and police became suspicious about 

Seno’o and YFRB in connection with international communism. The government and police felt 
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threatened by Seno’o’s activities of the popular front uniting liberals, Buddhists, Christians, 

labors, farmers, socialists and communists against the state’s rapid war mobilization.  

On February 26 in 1936, the radical right-wing military young officers organized an 

uprising to kill the cabinet members. The government issued the Martial Law. This was an 

opportunity for the state to arrest liberals and leftists. Thus Seno’o was arrested in December 

1936 and was interrogated as a suspected communist who promoted an anti-emperor plot and 

ideology. Of course, Seno’o denied these allegations. This was a tactic of the thought police that, 

since the first cause of the Peace and Order Reservation Law requires the death penalty for those 

who attempted to overthrow the emperor and kokutai system, the police tried to label Seno’o as a 

communist who tries to overthrow the emperor system. Seno’o and YFRB often did criticize the 

extravagance of some royal family members, with emphasis on the emperor for the people. 

However, the abolition of the emperor system was never an issue for Seno’o and YFRB.314 

Nonetheless, one of the members of YFRB, Hayase Kikuo, confirmed that the police 

allegations against Seno’o and YFRB were valid in April 1937. Due to Hayase’s affidavit, 

Seno’o signed a statement on his recantation of previous teachings and activities. The police used 

this case of Seno’o’s recantation as a pretext to crack down on the entire YFRB and arrested 

twelve leaders of YFRB in October, and almost 200 members nationwide in November 1937. 

Seno’o was sentenced to five years prison in July of 1939. At the same time, the state succeeded 

in the enactment of the long-hindered Religious Organization Law on April 8, 1939, giving the 

state unparalleled powers to control all religious bodies, including the Buddhist establishments 

and Christian denominations for the sake of war mobilization.315  

Instead of appealing to the next higher court, Seno’o decided to go to the prison in 
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December 1940. Due to his bad health, he was released in July 1943 and came back to his 

hometown and quietly taught the basics of Buddhism to farmers and labors until the end of 

World War II on August 15, 1945. 

Seno’o had a profound guilt about his recantation; he did not follow Nichiren’s oneness 

of faith and action, Seno’o quoted Jesus’ words: “If one seed of wheat falls and dies, there will 

be many harvests.” His guilt was that he could not become a seed of wheat by dying for his 

conviction.  However, eventually this made him a great peace movement leader in postwar 

Japan. He went to China and apologized for Japan’s sinful acts during the war. Seno’o re-

established the Buddhist ecumenical association to fight against Japan’s post-war nationalistic 

trend, such as the restoration of Yasukuni shrine. However, Sono’o was deeply disappointed with 

the postwar Buddhist institutions which did not critically reflect on their own failure and 

responsibility for the war and indifference to socio-political issues. Seno’o eventually became a 

member of the Japanese Communist Party one year before his death on August 4, 1961 at the age 

of seventy two.  

Seno’o did not succeed in the anti-fascist movement or the reformation of Japanese 

Buddhism in prewar Japan. His work and thought, however, gives us a significant insight into the 

possibility of re-construction of Buddhist social ethics. 

 

Evaluations of Seno’o Girō and the YFRB 

 

Seno’o Girō’s thought and the YFRB’s success and failure in prewar Japan raises very 

critical issues: 1) how to unite Buddhism beyond its sectarian boundaries; 2) Conflict of 

Buddhism in nationalism and internationalism; 3) the relationship between Buddhism and 
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Marxism in terms of socio-political reform and socialism; and 4) Buddhism and its dialogue with 

Christianity and the new religions.  

In terms of the reformation and unity of Buddhism, Seno’o and the YFRB were 

remarkable in breaking through the boundaries between denominations, the priesthood and laity 

by returning to the historical Buddha, Gautama, Sakyamuni based on the most updated critical, 

historical and textual analysis of the Buddhist sutras. Although Seno’o was a Nichiren Buddhist 

lay priest, beyond Nichiren, he was able to mobilize various sects’ priests and laity.  Seno’o 

focused not only on the academic research about the historical Buddha but also on simplifying 

the rituals of Buddhism. For example, the Japanese Buddhist temples’ big financial resource has 

been their conduct of family funerals that were quite expensive for the poor. Seno’o and the 

YFRB provided free funeral services without alcohol at the funeral gatherings. However, his 

often harsh criticism of the corruption of established Buddhist institutions as “dead corpses” 

created unnecessary enemies among Buddhist institutional heads. His ecumenical attempt 

reminds one of Takashima Beihō’s “New Buddhism” discussed in Chapter three, as well as 

Uchimura Kanzō’s “Non-Church Movement.”  

Second, Seno’o’s internationalism was remarkable and he even encouraged learning 

Esperanto. This came from his conviction of Buddhist universal humanism and solidarity as well 

as the influence of Nitobe’s Christian humanism. Therefore, he was able to discern the danger of 

ultranationalism and its triumphalism and predicted the future destruction of Japan already when 

Japan began the Manchurian Incident in 1931. Seno’o described Japan’s action as “no more than 

robber or gang with righteous mask.”316 Seno’o even helped Koreans when Koreans were 

massacred during the Tokyo Great Earthquake on September 1, 1923 and criticized the Japanese 

arrogant attitude towards Korean and Chinese as the cause of the future downfall of the Japanese 
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empire.317  However, he was often too idealistic and needed to construct a realistic and concrete 

plan for the democratization of the government and the state according to Buddhism.  

Nonetheless, although most of the major Buddhist institutions supported the ultranational 

ideology and its war mobilization, Seno’o’s resistance and criticism of ultranationalism and 

militarism must be applauded.  

Third, the relationship between Seno’o’ Buddhism and Marxism is the most serious issue. 

After Seno’o realized the limitation of reforming society through appealing to the conscience of 

Buddhist capitalists and landlords, he took seriously the Marxist way of structural change of 

capitalism. Though he accepted the socio-political-economical method of Marxism, he disagreed 

with Marxist anti-religion philosophy and often criticized the lack of personal self-reflection of 

communist leadership. That was why Seno’o and YFBY distinguished their philosophy of 

Buddhist dialectics from Marx’s dialectical materialism despite the same goal of change or 

reform of the corruption of capitalism. Seno’o emphasized Mugaai, selfless love, instead of 

Marxist class struggle and class love.  However, in order to create the united popular front and 

fight fascism, Seno’o had to cooperate with communists and socialists.   

Therefore, the final question must arise: why did Seno’o eventually become a member of 

the Japanese Communist Party before his death? Seno’o was more concerned with practical 

aspects of people’s lives and sufferings, so that he created many labor and farmer consumer 

cooperatives.  Seno’o was deeply disappointed with many Buddhists’ inactivity and indifference 

towards the people’s sufferings caused by their life conditions. Furthermore, he was impressed 

with several communist leaders who were arrested and imprisoned and did not recant even to the 

end of the war. Seno’o was religiously impressed with their conviction living up to the principle 

without compromise in comparison to his recantation. However, Seno’o was a thorough 
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Buddhist. His practicality and activity for anti-fascism and anti-capitalism accepted Marx’s 

methodology, but Seno’o could not develop a social reform methodology uniquely based on the 

Buddhist worldview. That was why it is regrettable that Seno’o and YFBF and the Kyoto School 

could not work together. It is my view that Seno’o and YFBF were a foot without a head, the 

Kyoto School was a head without a foot. Completing Seno’o’s theoretical and philosophical 

work must be our task.   

Finally, in terms of interreligious dialogue, he had a positive attitude towards progressive 

Christians and willingness to work together with them, probably going back to his good 

experience with Christian teachers of Nitobe Inazō and Yanai Michitami. Coincidently, one of 

the most socially progressive Christian leaders, Nakajima Shigeru 中島重 (1888-1946), was one 

year older than Seno’o at the same middle school. Nakajima became a professor at Dōshisha 

University founded by the Congregational Church. Nakajima founded, so-called, Social 

Christianity in September 1931. At the same time, Seno’o founded YFRB in April 1931. Social 

Christianity was, instead of personal and individual salvation, concerned with the reform of the 

social and economical condition of the people as a practice of Christ’s love. As Seno’o became a 

leader of Buddhist youth for the reform of society, Nakajima also became a leader of Christian 

youth, SCM (Student Christian Movement), which was the radical side of YMCA.318   

YFRB had a membership of 3000 at its peak. Nakajima’s Social Christianity had 500 

members. Seno’o eventually was imprisoned for his anti-fascist popular front and anti-

ultranationalism. Nakajima supported the anti-fascist movement but eventually compromised 

with the Pan-Asian ideology of Japan’s war effort, so that he was not imprisoned.  Both failed 

due to the lack of support from the main institutions of each religious body, as well as lack of 
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popular support. Nakajima had a more moderate relationship with the main Christian churches in 

comparison with Seno’o, who harshly criticized the established Buddhist institutions as “dead 

corpses.” However, in order to create mass movements, they should have as a wise strategy 

included main religious institutions in a way the main institutions would accept.  

More importantly, in order to create mass movements, they should not have despised new 

religious movements. As mentioned in chapter four, many new religious movements arose during 

1920-40’s in the post World War I period due to the rise of social anxiety, ideological confusion 

and the popular movements: Ōmoto-kyō, Hitono-michi, Seichō-no-ie, Ittō-en etc. Seno’o and 

Nakajima both were critical of the new religious movements as irrational and superstitious 

though both were more concerned with the social causes for which the people joined irrational 

new religious movements.319 Of course, the main Buddhist and Christian institutions were much 

happier than Seno’o and Nakajima about the state’s restriction on new religions because of 

sectarian competition for membership. Therefore, when the government arrested all Ōmoto-kyō 

leaders and destroyed their sanctuary in December 1935, YFRB and Social Christianity both 

should have supported Ōmoto-kyō and publicly opposed the state’s violation of religious 

freedom, despite their disagreement with Ōmoto-kyō’s teachings and activities. Rather, YFRB 

and Social Christianity, which were supposed to be most sensitive in terms of human rights of 

religious freedom, supported the state’s action.  

Because of less resistance to the state’s restriction on new religions from the main 

religious bodies, the state became confident about total control of all religious bodies. The 

government eventually enacted the Religious Organization Law on April 8, 1939 by which 

Seno’o and YFRB were ironically imprisoned and Social Christianity was restricted.320 Had 
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Seno’o with YFRB and Nakajima with Social Christianity worked with the new religious 

movements in terms of religious freedom and human rights, persuading their own progressive 

main religious institutions of Buddhism and Christianity, they could have created large mass 

movements for religious freedom and human rights. These mass movements might have 

prevented the enactment of the Religious Organization Law, and perhaps, eventually even the 

state’s war mobilization and destruction of Japan.  

 

Zen Buddhists’ Responses: Collaborations and Resistances 

  

Zen Ultranational Assassins and Zen Soldiers 

 

In terms of the exposure of Japanese Zen Buddhists’ collaboration with and resistance to 

ultranationalism and militarism, Brian Daizen Victoria already wrote two historic books, Zen At 

War and Zen War Stories.321 I will not go over their details. Recently in regard to the war 

responsibility of Zen scholar, Daisetsu Teitarō Suzuki (1870-1966, referred to as D.T. Suzuki), 

an important disagreement between Victoria and Satō Taira Kemmyō’s 佐藤顕明 has taken 

place in the journal, The Eastern Buddhist, which was founded by D. T. Suzuki.322  

First of all, from Victoria’s two books, I would like to lift up three important Zen-trained 

ultranationalists, Aizawa Saburō 相沢三郎 (1889-1936), Inoue Nisshō 井上日召 (1886-1964), 

and the Soldier Zen of Sugimoto Gorō杉本五郎 (1900-1937). Victoria began the analysis of 
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Zen in its relationship with Japanese militarism for 1930-45; the formation of the “Imperial-State 

Zen” and “Soldier Zen” as well as Zen’s support of the Japanese ultranationalists’ radical 

assassinations.  

After the Manchurian Incident, which was a military attempt to control Manchuria and 

build a puppet state of Japan in 1931, the Japanese military tried to gain political control in 

Japan. Victoria then exposed how Zen Buddhism inspired many ultranationalists to radical 

actions such as assassinations. Victoria introduced two main figures, Aizawa Saburō and Inoue 

Nisshō in Zen War Stories.323 They were associated with, the so called, “Imperial Faction 

Group,” which was the radical military youth group that was opposed to the “Control Faction 

Group.” The “Control Faction Group” was composed of established elites within the military.  

Aizawa Sabrō, a radical young military officer who belonged to the Imperial Faction took 

direct action to eliminate the corrupt bureaucrats, political elders and military oligarchs who 

supported and advised the emperor in order to seek the emperor’s direct control of the people and 

the nation.  In response to the urgent crisis of the great depression, the rise of communism and 

revolutionary ethos in China, Korea and even Japan such as the Rice Riots in 1918, Aizawa and 

his groups sought the emperor’s direct control, so called, the “Shōwa Restoration.” Thus, by his 

sword, Aizawa assassinated Major General Nagata Tetsuzan who represented the Control Faction 

in August 12 at 9:15am in 1935.  

Aizawa had a deep interest in Zen and stayed in the Zen monastery for years under the 

Zen Master, Fukusada Mugai 福定無外(1871-1943) in Sendai through a connection with the 

president of Tōhoku Imperial University, Hōjō Tokiyuki 北条時敬(1858-1929) who used to be a 

high school teacher of D.T. Suzuki and Nishida Kitarō at Kanazawa. When Aizawa was in the 
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trial, Fukusada testified that Aizawa’s motivation for the assassination came from an absolute, 

non-dualistic realm of the heart as trained by Zen; ”I was in an absolute sphere, so there was 

neither affirmation nor negation, neither good nor evil.”324 Furthermore, he testified, 

The emperor is the incarnation of the god who reigns over the universe. The aim 
of life is to develop according to His Majesty’s wish, which, however, has not yet been 
fully understood by the entire world. The world is deadlocked because of communism, 
capitalism, and anarchism. As Japanese we should make it our object to bring happiness 
to the world in accordance with His Majesty’s wish.325 

 
 One can see a mysterious absolutism of Aizawa mixing faith in the cosmic divinization 

of the emperor with Zen’s thought-less radical action. Aizawa’s Zen Master, Fukusada Mugai 

came to defend Aizawa by testifying to the unselfish personality of Aizawa and his pure 

motivation of the act of assassination.  

Moreover, Victoria introduced Inoue Nisshō, a Zen-trained spiritual absolutist of ultra-

nationalism who led a band of assassins well known as ketsumeidan 血盟団 (the Blood Oath 

Corps). Inoue, who was a more educated spiritual person who sought the religious truth of the 

meaning of life, sought Christianity first but could not find the meaning of life; he decided to go 

to China and Manchuria as an outlaw. He finally found Buddhism, especially Zen, in his final 

spiritual quest. In 1924, Inoue had an enlightenment experience under the Zen Master, 

Yamamoto Gempō山本玄峰 (1866-1961).  Inoue said: 

I experienced a oneness in which the whole of nature and universe was my Self. I 
was overwhelmed with the feeling that “heaven and earth and I are of the same root.” 
And “the ten-thousand things and I are of one substance. …… I was astonished to realize 
that my doubts of thirty-years standing had melted away without a trace.”326 
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This is a typical Zen breakthrough of dropping off of mind and body.327 Inoue also 

explained why he loves Zen because “there is no need to be attached to a particular concept of 

good and evil or think about what is right or wrong.”328 After his religious experiences, Inoue 

became a charismatic leader to organize Japanese youth for the same Zen training to become 

assassins in order to “purge dark clouds surrounding the emperor and kokutai to show the virtue 

of emperor and kokutai.”  

Thus, Inoue and his groups did not have any alternative constructive plan after their 

revolutionary action of destruction, according to Zen’s notion of “destroy the false and establish 

the true” (haja-kensei破邪顕正). That was why Inoue and his groups loved Zen because:  

I reached where I am today thanks to Zen. Zen dislikes talking theory. It is true 
nothingness…. It is more correct to say that I have no systematized ideas. I transcend 
reason and act completely upon intuition.329 

 
Thus, Inoue claimed the revolutionaries had worked to insure their own survival in order 

that they might secure a leadership role for themselves in the post-revolutionary era. They were 

willing to kill any persons who stood in their way, so that the result was a massive loss of life. 

Inoue and his followers believed that “assassination” was the most appropriate method or 

“compassionate” method for the country resulting in the least number of victims and most 

untainted by the self-interest.330 

They were prepared to destroy themselves in the process of revolution according to the 

selflessness of their Zen faith. Konuma Shō小沼昭, a follower of Inoue said:  

Our goal was not to harm others but to destroy ourselves.  We intended to smash 
ourselves, thereby allowing others to cross over to a new society on top of our own 
bodies.  A mind of great compassion was the fundamental spirit of revolution.331 
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 Accordingly, Inoue’s youth group assassinated Inoue Junnosuke, a former finance 

minister in February, 1932 and Baron Dan Takuma団琢磨 (1858-1932) in March 1932, and 

eventually the Prime Minister, Inukai Tsuyoshi犬養毅 (1855-1932), a party politician on May 5, 

1932. This literally brought the end of party politics and began the military control of politics. 

Strangely enough, after imprisonment, the accused were given amnesty in 1935 and Inoue 

himself was freed in 1940 and became a personal advisor of the Prime Minister of Prince Konoe 

Fumimaro 近衛文麿 and stayed in his house!332  

Further, Victoria introduced the Soldier Zen, Lieutenant Colonel Sugimoto Goro’s book 

Taigi 大義 (The Great Duty). This book became very popular and widely read especially by high 

school and university students as a spiritual engine to inspire many youngsters to go to the 

battlefield and be a Kamikaze. The Zen Master, Yamazaki Ekiju 山崎益州, trained Sugimoto.  

Sugimoto was convinced that the emperor was identical to the Great Sun Goddess, the only God 

of the universe—the supreme sovereign of the universe. All of the many components of laws, 

constitutions, religions and ethics promote unity with the emperor. Sugimoto further advised 

readers to stop respecting Confucius, Christ and even Shakyamuni Buddha (!), but to believe in 

the emperor as the embodiment of Supreme Truth, the one God of the universe.333  

This absolute monotheism of the emperor was actualized in the individual by discarding 

both mind and body and uniting with the emperor by applying the statement of Dōgen, “To study 

the Buddha is to study the self. To study the self is to forget the self.” This Zen was the best way 

for the Great Spirit of the highest righteousness and the purest purities to manifest itself in the 
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individual, which was the unity of the sovereign and his subjects.  It was the origin of faith in the 

emperor.334  

For Sugimoto, the purpose of life was to live and die for the emperor. Sugimoto was said 

to be a very humble and frugal person and that he always fought in the front lines, taking care of 

the soldiers during the Sino-Japanese War after the Manchurian Incident in 1931. Sugimoto 

himself died at the front in China on September 14, 1937 by standing and facing towards the 

East, which was the emperor’s palace. Sugimoto said that warriors who sacrifice their lives for 

the emperor will not die, but will live forever.335We do not know exactly what had happened to 

him. However, Sugimoto’s book, Taigi became a spiritual engine for many youngsters. These 

youngsters volunteered to become Kamikaze and in fact died.  

Sugimoto’s utilization of Zen for the sake of faith in the cosmic and monotheistic 

emperor was a striking example of Imperial-State Zen. Zen Buddhism already lost its 

independence and was totally subordinated to faith in the emperor and kokutai theology as the 

Imperial State-Zen.   

 These three figures’ common features are total selflessness, discarding reason, and non-

duality beyond right and wrong or good and evil, in order to actualize their faith in the emperor. 

Their ends were to glorify the divinity of the emperor and spread the message of the messianic 

emperor not only to Japan but also to the entire Asia and the world. This was not Buddhism at 

all. This was emperor messianism.   

For them, Zen was the most effective and useful means of attaining the stage of total self-

sacrifice to achieve their end of the emperor’s messianic Holy War.  Sugimoto was the most 

famous crusader of the Holy War.  Japan was indeed conducting the Holy War by imposing its 
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own version of emperor messianism over the Asian people and the world without respecting 

other religions and cultures.  Zen Buddhism was totally utilized for the purpose.336  

 Thus, position of the most influential Zen scholar and leader, D.T. Suzuki was important. 

Suzuki was not a fanatic preacher but an internationally trained and well known Zen scholar. 

Like Suzuki’s best friend, Nishida Kitarō of the Kyoto school, D.T. Suzuki’s books were well 

read among Japanese youth, intellectuals, political leaders and even the emperor Hirohito.337 

 

Daisetsu Teitarō Suzuki (1870-1966): 

Brian Victoria and Satō Kenmyō’s Argument 

 

Victoria criticized D.T. Suzuki’s position after the war that blamed Shinto as the cause of 

war, though Suzuki recognized that Zen Buddhism needed critical independent thinking and 

knowledge about the nation and the world. However, Suzuki did not reflect profoundly on his or 

other Zen leaders’ responsibilities or Japanese Zen’s essence promotion of ultranationalism that 

brought about many deaths.  

Satō Kenmyō 佐藤顕明, a student of Suzuki, criticized Victoria’s view of Suzuki as a 

promoter of the nationalistic spirit and especially the connection between Zen and 

Swordmanship, encouraging Japanese toward the war. Sato insisted that Suzuki was against 

Japan’s war with the US and even China since Suzuki emphasized the global mission of 

Mahayana Buddhism and the need to study Western and Eastern philosophies and cultures 

against narrow ultranationalism. 
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However, it is more surprising to me that Satō raised his question to Victoria in 2010 

thirteen years after Victoria published the first edition of Zen at War in 1997. Satō served Suzuki 

privately from 1964 till Suzuki’s death in 1966. Therefore, as a devoted student, Satō could not 

emotionally forgive Victoria’s straight criticism of Suzuki as a direct or indirect supporter of the 

war. 

I think it is true, as Satō stated, that after the war with the U.S. began in 1941, Suzuki told 

his students at Ōtani University not to die but to live in anyway possible, even if this meant 

becoming hostage since the war with the U.S. was ridiculous and Japan would be defeated. 

Suzuki studied in US for over ten years and had an American wife, so that he knew the US well 

and certainly believed that Japan would lose the war.  Victoria did not deny these facts, however, 

he asserted that Suzuki did not oppose the war with China since 1931 but only acknowledged 

Japan’s grave mistakes of the war with China after the war in 1945. But Satō insisted that Suzuki 

was also against Japan’s war with China. However, Suzuki even stated self-critically after the 

war in 1947: 

Before or after the Manchurian Incident in 1931, we believed and even praised this 
incident as the development of Japanese Empire. Among us, there was not any criticism of this 
incident. If there were, they were very few. To be honest, I was not concerned about this 
incident.338 

 

I think this statement reflects Suzuki’s true mindset of indifference towards the war with 

China, this was, until he had a desperate sense of crisis after the war with the US had begun. 

Why was Suzuki indifferent towards the war in China? This was the essential attitude not only of 

Suzuki but also many liberal Japanese intellectuals around that time. I will discuss this issue in 

detail through the examples of Nishida Kitarō, Suzuki’s best friend and the Kyoto School in the 

next section.p 
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It is more important to recognize that the intellectuals could have tackled the possibility 

of the war before the war occurred rather than resisting afterwards. In that sense, Victoria is right 

that Suzuki indirectly supported the war due to his indifference.  Suzuki was even sympathetic to 

Nazi’s expulsion of Jewish people. He stated in October 1936: 

Hitler’s expulsion of Jews had a significant reason for it. It looked cruel. But for 
the sake of the future of the German nation and people, this extreme policy might be 
necessary?  …. Therefore, Germany’s expulsion of Jews was self-defense, the native 
people’s resistance to the foreign immigrants.339  

  
Though Suzuki emphasized the global perspectives of Zen Buddhism and Mahayana 

Buddhism, his point of reference was always Western philosophies and thought. Suzuki’s 

universal Zen Buddhism was a kind of reversed Orientalism of universalism towards Asia as 

Edward Said described. Though he loved Chinese classical Buddhism, he interpreted it from his 

own needs in the Japanese contexts, not from the current Chinese people’s spiritual necessity. 

This Japanese sense of superiority as the best preserver of Buddhism justified Japan’s direct and 

indirect control of Asia. Thus Suzuki did not object to Japan’s aggression against China. Suzuki 

did not criticize Japan’s annexation of Korea in 1905 when he was 35. Even during the Taishō 

period, which was the freest period of speech before World War II, Suzuki did not publicly 

criticize Japanese authorities’ massacre of Koreans in their independence movement on March 1, 

1919, as well as another massacre of Koreans during the Great Tokyo Earthquake in 1923 when 

he was 53. 

At any rate, why did Satō take thirteen years to criticize Victoria’s view of Suzuki? 

Perhaps, his criticism may correspond to the rise of new nationalism in Japan due to its current 

national crisis and the decline of the Japanese economy. For many Japanese, D.T. Suzuki is a 
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globally recognized Buddhist and scholar that Japanese people can be proud of.  One wonders 

about Satō’s statement:   

There is actually nothing controversial about Suzuki’s position: historians are in 
agreement that the Japanese military actions in Southeast Asia and the Pacific provided 
an important impetus to the nationalist movements in the colonized nations of those 
regions, although the dynamics were complex and involved both pro-and anti-Japanese 
sentiments. And Suzuki was unquestionably correct in his prediction that several decades 
after the war the East Asian and Southeast Asian nations would attain independence.340 
 

 Though Japan’s military action indirectly liberated Asian nations from Western powers, 

this could hardly justify Japan’s aggression. Without Japan’s aggression, Asian people would 

have declared their independence. Rather, Japan underestimated the Chinese and Korean 

people’s nationalism and dominated the Chinese and Koreans out of a sense of Japanese 

superiority in modernity and the military, and as a consequence, Japan was defeated.  Sato’s logic 

would appear to be self-defeating.  If Japan had wanted to support Asians’ independence, Japan 

should have promoted Korea’s independence and supported China’s independence and unity 

without military aggression.  D.T. Suzuki was unfortunately indifferent to this issue that brought 

Japan’s eventual destruction.  

 

Nishida Kitarō西田幾多郎 and the Kyoto School 京都学派  

  

Introduction 

 

Nishida Kitarō 西田幾多郎 (1870-1945) and his followers of the Kyoto School 

represented modern Japanese philosophy after the Meiji Restoration in 1868. Their political 

thought has been debated in terms of its relationship to kokutai 国体 nationalism in pre-war and 
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wartime Japan, as it is debated in Rude Awakening: Zen, the Kyoto School, & the Question of 

Nationalism in 1994.341 

Nishida’s early work, Zen no Kenkyū善の研究 (An Inquiry Into Goodness) in 1911 

became popular among students and intellectuals as a “must read book” in pre-war Japan. 

Nishida and his best friend, D.T. Suzuki 鈴木大拙, had a deep connection with Zen and Pure 

Land Buddhism. As Nishida once taught at Gakushūin University 学習院大学 in Tokyo, he had 

personal connections with future politicians such as Konoe Fumimaro近衛文麿 (1981 -1945), 

who became the prime minister, and Kido Kōichi木戸幸一 (1889-1977), the closest advisor to 

the emperor. Nishida was privileged to present his philosophy to the emperor Hirohito 天皇裕仁

(1901-1989) as a New Year lecturer in 1941. Even in the Japanese Army, Yatsugi Kazuo矢次一

夫, the assistant to Prime Minister Tōjō Hideki東条英機 (1884-1948), asked Nishida to draft 

the manifesto on Daitōa-Kyōei-Ken 大東亜共栄圏 (the Great East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere) 

in May 1943 and Nishida wrote the draft.  

Bernard Faure and Pierre Lavelle are the figures who most criticized Nishida’s 

philosophy, especially his writings of late 1930 to 45 such as The Problem of Japanese Culture 

and Kokutai, for his supporting ultra-nationalism and fascism, which may be comparable to 

Heidegger’s collaboration with the Nazi policy.  

Yoko Arisaka argued in her Nishida’s Enigma: New World Order and Beyond East and 

West; Nishida’s Universalism and Postcolonial Critique, that Nishida’s universalism eventually 

justified the Japanese Empire’s expansionism by colonizing Korea, China, and South Asia, 

according to her post-modern and post-colonial paradigm. Well recognized Japanese historians 
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of the University of Chicago, Najita and Harootunian also criticized Nishida and the Kyoto 

school in general, because he “shamelessly supports kokutai and the total war ideology.”342  

On the other hand, there have been counter critiques against those opinions, mentioned 

above, defending Nishida from the accusation of collaborating with Japanese ultra-nationalism 

such as by Ueda Shizuteru上田閑照 and Yusa Michiko343 遊佐道子 and Graham Parkes.344 

Those defenders point out that Nishida was primarily concerned with a philosophy of religion 

and not an applied political and social ethical philosophy. His philosophy is also a universal 

philosophy of the principle of world-worlds formulation (世界的世界形成の原理

sekaitekisekaikeisei no genri).  Although he personally disagreed with militarism and 

ultranationalism, Nishida was not politically capable changing a particular political situation. 

Christopher Goto-Jones’ recent article on Nishida’s political thought, however, provides a new 

perspective in that Nishida’s philosophy from the beginning, Zen no Kenkyū, was a political and 

social ethical philosophy, which was totally contrary to the totalitarian ideology of wartime 

Japan.345  

One can look at Nishida’s own personal diaries and letters to see his deep lamentation for 

Japan’s involvement in the war and its destruction in the very late part of his life on July 3rd 

1944, in a letter to Kimura Motomori:  

It (Japanese defeat in Saipan) seems that the situation is becoming pressing, as we had 
predicted from the very beginning of the war. What’s happening today stems precisely 
from politicians who lack foresight. Who is destroying our country? Looking at Japan’s 
current situation, I feel painfully that it is more important to create human beings than 
anything else, including social systems and organizations. I just wish that the people 
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would wake up. Everything boils down to education. If the people remain as uncritical 
and blind as they are now, nothing can be hoped for.346 

 

Nishida delivered his last statement (will) to his students about a philosopher’s 

responsibility, (the letter to Kōsaka, Kimura, Nishitani and Suzuki), on March 11th 1945: 

The Japanese ought to have been trained to organize things in much more systematic way, 
but no such education was given to the people in the past…. To me, there is no other way 
but to accept the defeat of Japan and try to instill cultural and spiritual confidence into the 
minds of the Japanese people. Thus, I want to say this to you all: you have to build a 
profound foundation of thought and scholarship as a starting point for the post-war 
Japanese recovery…. I don’t know how much longer I will live, but I am working to 
establish a moral-cultural foundation for the future of the Japanese people. I am 
currently writing a treatise on religion…. I will write as much as I can for posterity.347  
 

Without question, Nishida’s concern was genuine for the Japanese situation as a whole 

and the need to establish a moral-cultural foundation and a systematic and critical mind that had 

been lacking in the people’s education. However, how much would Nishida’s philosophy and his 

followers of the Kyoto school have effectively opposed or changed the situation, which Nishida 

called, the “Dark Undercurrent” of Japan’s political trend towards ultra-nationalism and total war 

in 1930-40s?  

In this dissertation, by examining his early work, Zen no Kenkyū, I will discuss whether 

Nishida’s philosophy had the potential for endorsing ultranationalism, or alternatively 

democratic dissent. Next, I will examine such major critics as Lavelle, and Arisaka who saw 

Nishida’s idea as ultranationalistic. Third, even allowing a tension between Nishida’s and 

ultranationalism, why wasn’t Nishida’s philosophy effective in resisting ultranational militarism?  

Finally, I will conclude why and how Nishida and his followers—if allied to the Buddhist 

social activists such as Seno’o Girō 妹尾義郎, who was previously discussed in the section on 
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Nichiren Buddhists’ resistances in chapter five—could have effectively influenced public 

opinion and political leaders to change the ultra-nationalistic trend in 1930-40’s. As James 

Katelaar stated, “Buddhism was indeed one, if not the only, organization capable of offering 

effective resistance to state policy.”348 Nishida himself stated in his final letter and asked his 

students to establish a profound foundation of thought and scholarship as a starting point as well 

as a moral and cultural foundation for the future Japanese people, which might be Nishida’s 

unaccomplished philosophical tasks for the future?  

First of all, in order to discuss Nishida’s political ethical theory, Zen no Kenkyū (An 

Inquiry into Goodness) published in 1911, is a crucial source. Nishida often emphasized this 

point in a later period.  In Nagano, September 1937 he stated that his philosophy is rooted in Zen 

no Kenkyū and asked the audience to go back to Zen no Kenkyū in order to understand his 

philosophy.349 Let us examine his politico-ethical theory in Zen no Kenkyū. 

 

Nishida’s Social Ethical Theory in Zen no Kenkyū (An Inquiry Into Goodness) 

 

For Nishida, the paradigm of “pure experience” in Zen no Kenkyū was the foundation for 

the later development of his philosophy. Nishida also mentioned in the revised introduction in 

October 1936 that he wrote Part II (Reality) and Ethics (Part III) first, and then he added Part I 

(Pure Experience) and Part IV (Religion).350 Nishida even recommended that a reader begin 

reading from Part II (Reality) and III (Ethics). Thus, as the name of “An Inquiry into Goodness” 

indicates, for Nishida, a social ethical theory is a very important component in Zen no kenkyū 
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based on the paradigm of “pure experience.”  

Both defenders as well as accusers often miss the focal point that Nishida is deeply 

concerned with ethics and socio-political philosophy in its own right from the beginning as Goto-

Jones points out.351  

In the Ethics in Zen no kenkyū, Nishida clarified three ethical theories; first intuition 

theory; second, heteronomous ethical theory; third, autonomous ethical theory. Nishida 

especially criticized heteronomous theories as “authority theory,” such as Hobbes or Hsun-tzu’s 

“monarchical authority theory” and Scotus’ “divine authority theory.”352 This is an ethical theory 

that morality derives from the commands of that which has absolute authority over us. If humans 

exist for the sake of following the orders of that absolute authority, the motivation for these 

actions is based on fear, not from demands of inner human nature of the self. Nishida’s distaste 

for heteronomous ethical theory can be traced back to his protest against the authoritarian 

education in the Fourth High School 四高 (Shikō) in Kanazawa. The Shikō used to have liberal 

tradition regarding education; after the promulgation of the Imperial Rescript of Education, it 

shifted to a patriotic doctrine of the Neo-Shinto-Confucian synthesis in 1890. He eventually quit 

Shikō and as consequence, he later could not become a regular student at Tokyo imperial 

University but only a conditional student.  

When the Meiji Constitution was created in 1889, Nishida and his friend celebrated it and 

formed a slogan by themselves: “We Stand Free at the top of Heaven 頂天立地自由人.”353 

Thus, Nishida always supported throughout life the notion that flexibility and freedom in 

education are the most important factors in society.  
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Nishida introduced the autonomous ethical theories such as rational theory hedonism, and 

energetism (activity theory). Nishida evaluated an activity theory as the highest ethical theory 

according to his “pure experience” paradigm. Goodness is the satisfaction on the realization of 

our internal demands or ideals.  It is the development and completion of the will.354 This is 

nothing other than the development and completion of the self, or self-realization.355 To seek the 

good and to return to it is to know the true reality of self in concrete reality through taitoku (an 

existential bodily realization).356 

Thus, Nishida’s definition of goodness is a radical self-actualization, but different from 

ego centrism and anarchy. For Nishida, individualism and communalism are complementary. 

Society is most healthy and satisfied when its constituent parts are also healthy and complete. 

When individuals express their natural talents and each acts sufficiently, then society makes 

progress. Following the family, it is the nation (kokka) that should be considered as the 

expression of a single personality, which unifies the entirety of our conscious activities.357 Hence 

the nation and the individual exist in a dialectical relationship of mutual contradiction, 

affirmation and development. This is clearly an organic view of the state and the reification of 

national cultures that relate closely to Plato, Aristotle and Hegel’s view of the state. This organic 

view of the state may have some potential danger to be misused: because the Nazis in Germany 

and Mussolini in Italy used this organic view of a uniquely “ethno-centric communalism” (Volks-

gemeinschaft) for justification in fighting against a bourgeois global capitalism as well as the 

international solidarity of the communist movement. 

For Nishida, unlike ultranationalists, the nation is not the ultimate goal but a temporary 
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stage between the individual and the absolute. The purpose of the nation is to extend the 

expression of one’s personality to a greater level of unity. For him, the nation is the greatest 

expression of unified communal consciousness. The expression of our personality, however, 

cannot stop here, and it demands something still greater. It demands the unity of a “human-

society” (jinruiteki shakai人類的社会), which groups together all of humanity.358 Nishida 

concludes that only an “enlightened nation” can initiate the world groups of the nations into “Co-

Prosperity” by means of peace and voluntary action but not by the means of coercive force or 

war and conquest.  

Nishida’s organic and personified notion of the state, however, has some potential to be 

misused as a part of the family-state of kokutai (Japanese national body), even though Nishida’s 

view is much closer to Minobe Tatsukichi’s 美濃部達吉 the “Emperor Organ Theory.”359 Later 

on, the government attempted to use his philosophy as a tool to disseminate the ultra-

nationalistic ideology in the 1930-40’s, so that his philosophy was misunderstood as ultra-

nationalism in post-war Japan.  

 

Nishida’s tension with the ultra-nationalist ideology in 1930-40’s Japan 

 

After 1930, it is typically said that Nishida moved his philosophy to a more socio-

political sphere after his Marxist student Tosaka Jun criticized Nishida’s philosophy as 

personalistic idealism, bourgeois philosophy; Nishida philosophy was weak in dealing with the 
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socio-political reality of the material work, despite its emphasis on “praxis.”360 Nishida actually 

welcomed Tosaka’s critique despite Nishida’s partial disagreement with Marxism. However, it is 

misleading about his “move” of philosophy. Nishida was, indeed, concerned with socio-political 

ethical theory from the beginning, as discussed before. However, it is more appropriate to say 

that Tosaka’s critique “re-vitalized” Nishida’s socio-ethical-political concern through a dialogue 

and confrontation with Marxism and ultra-nationalist ideologies during Japan’s socio-political 

crisis at that time.  

After the February 26 incident involving an Imperial Faction of young officers in 1936, 

Nishida was deeply concerned with Japan’s direction: 

This is truly the destruction of our country. It is my opinion; it is the responsibility of 
those in power who, because of their fear of the military, have catered to its demands. 
This is the time for the Japanese people to wake up. Unless decisive action is taken at this 
time, the future of our country is grim. But I see no leadership emerging from anywhere 
that can tame the army. The Japanese people are truly blind (letter to Hori, February 27 
1936)361 
 
To clarify Nishida’s political philosophy and its relationship with ultra-nationalism, I will 

examine two main critiques evaluating Nishida’s political philosophy as the support of ultra-

nationalism and Arisaka Yōko’s two articles: The Nishida Enigma: The Principle of the New 

World Order and Beyond “East” and “West”: Nishida’s Universalism and Postcolonial 

Critique.362 

 

Arisaka Yōko’s critique and remarks 
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Unlike Lavelle and Faure’s critique, Arisaka Yōko’s Nishida’s Universalism and her 

critique of Nishida’s The Principle of New World Order clearly acknowledges Nishida’s personal 

opposition against ultra-nationalism and fascism as well as the global universalism of Nishida’s 

philosophy. Based on the postmodern and post-colonial paradigm of Foucault and Said, Arisaka 

focused on Nishida’s universalism that functionally affects either liberation or oppression. 

According to Arisaka, Nishida attempted to synthesize Eastern and Western philosophy to 

universalize Japanese or Eastern philosophy as a worldwide philosophy. However, it was still a 

“reversed” Orientalism in the sense that Euro-centrism labels “non-Western” as “Oriental.” 

Nishida authenticated his philosophy and Eastern logic in the sense that the point of reference 

still remained Europe and eventually increased Euro-centrism.363 This modern universalism may 

help liberation in terms of human rights, but it was used as an ideological tool of colonization in 

creating a “willingness” of a colonized consciousness confirming Western modernity as universal 

and looks down on their own native culture as pre-modern. Arisaka concluded that Nishida’s 

universalism eventually helped justify the Japanese colonizing consciousness as the liberator of 

Asians. It justified consciousness of Koreans, Taiwanese and Chinese as confirming the modern 

universality of the Japanese empire.  

Arisaka’s analysis of universalism was true in many cases in regard to its use as an 

ideological tool for creating a colonizing consciousness as well as colonized consciousness. This 

is true of the Western colonization of Asia and Africa, the US’s attitude toward American Indians 

and Japan’s colonization of Korea and Manchuria. However, Arisaka’s assumption of “Nishida’s 

philosophy is universalism” must be examined. I do not think Nishida’s philosophy is simply 

universalism. Nishida was tormented by the relationship between the “universal” and 

“particular” as well as “whole” and “individual” in term of “objective logic.” However, Nishida 
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goes beyond “objective logic” and reaches at basho場所 of absolute nothingness wherein there 

is neither infinite extension of the “predicate” nor the “subject.”364 It also embraces both the 

universal and particular as well as predicative and subjective. This is the basho of the concrete 

universal wherein the unique particular one (個物) is placed. Nishida called it sekai “world,” 

including both the basho of the universal wherein the particular is placed as well as the unique 

particular one. Thus, Nishida carefully distinguished the use of sekai “world” such as a world-

historical world sekaishiteki-sekai, or a world-of-world sekaiteki sekai from the “universal” 

fuhenteki普遍的. Nishida’s philosophy is certainly world-ism but not universalism. In the 

context of the dichotomy between transcendence and immanence, individual and whole, and 

religion and nationalism in an objective logical society like Western Christendom, Nishida often 

calls Western morality “universal.” 

However, Arisaka raises an important issue: despite Nishida’s disagreement with imperial 

colonialism, Nishida’s philosophy made it difficult for him to evaluate Japan’s Asian war 

“realistically” in terms of a brutal force against Asian nations. For example: Korean and 

Taiwanese women during the war were triply oppressed by the Japanese (especially, the comfort 

women), by the West and by their own men who became accomplices of the imperialist 
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power.365Arisaka’s question somehow resonated with Tosaka Jun’s critique of Nishida’s 

philosophy that it lacks connection with the material of a socio-political-economic structure. 

  

Nishida’s notion of Kokutai, Nation and Nationalism 

 

Yes, there is Nishida’s profound respect for the Imperial House and love toward Japan as 

a nation that can be used to define him as a nationalist. However, both Faure, Lavelle and 

Arisaka lack the fundamental understanding of kokutai ideology in terms of a historical 

transformation of its meaning. Nishida as a Meiji born Japanese in 1870, understood kokutai 

ideology quite differently from that of kokutai no hongi in 1930-40 driven by ultra-nationalists 

and fascists. For Nishida, kokutai and the emperor were meant to be the Meiji emperor and his 

Five Charter Oath五箇条の御誓文 in 1868 as the symbol of Bunmei Kaika (文明開化

Civilization and Enlightenment). As the Five Charter Oath states, “(1) Deliberative assemblies 

shall be widely established and all matters decided by public discussion. (2) All classes, high and 

low, shall unite in vigorously carrying out the administration of affairs of the state. (3) The 

common people, no less than the civil and military officers, shall each be allowed to pursue his 

own calling so that there maybe no discontent.  …..  (5) Knowledge shall be sought throughout 

the world so as to strengthen the foundation of imperial rule.366  

Nishida was politically idealistic in hoping to see the actualization of the Five Charter 

Oath and spent his youth quite sympathetic with the Freedom and Popular Rights Movement 

(jiyuu minken undo自由民権運動). As anti-hanbatsu反藩閥, Nishida formed an individual 
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idealistic youth group Gasonkai 我尊会.367As mentioned in the first chapter, Nishida protested at 

the Fourth High School 四高 in Kanazawa against the heteronomous ethics of authoritative or 

divine theory as manifested in the Imperial Rescript on Education and eventually quit. Nishida 

promoted the autonomous ethics of self-actualization through willed action.368 Lavelle totally 

lacked a true analysis of his early politico-ethical thought and its consistency with his late 

philosophy. 

Nishida as a Meiji youth grew up watching the newborn modern nation-state take its first 

stumbling steps. Nishida, therefore, had positive sentiments towards the emperor. But Nishida 

did not philosophically absolutize the idea of the emperor and kokutai. For example, there is the 

famous quotation from the Problem of Japanese Culture: “The Imperial Family is a self-identity 

of contradiction, a being of non-being無の有.” (PJC336).  It is important to note that Nishida 

did not define the imperial family as absolute self-identity of contradiction. This was still a 

relative meaning but an absolute meaning.369 Nishida used “absolute” self-identity of 

contradictions for “world” ‘”historical world” and “world-religions” and the original “Self.” 

 Nishida may not have realized that kokutai ideology was a modern-state’s “invention” in 

adopting purposely the policy of creating “from above,” a “nation” whose members join the 

“imagined community.”370 In urgent response to and defense of Japan from the power of 

European Imperialism as the constructed “other,” the Meiji oligarchs had to create a modern 

nation state as an “imagined community,” instilling a national consciousness in the people 

through kokutai ideology by employing various speech media and pageants with the nation itself 
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as the stage of performance.371 According to Foucault, conducting national pageants and rituals is 

a very effective tool in that the people might be the constant targets of the emperor’s gaze for the 

total control of the state and people.   

At any rate, Nishida disagreed with the ultranationalistic notion of kokutai and 

absolutization and imposition of its ideology over the rest of the world thereby creating 

ressentiment towards the West as hated “Other” in the 1930-40’s. There was a clear 

transformation of kokutai and tennō ideology from the symbol of civilization and enlightenment 

in the Meiji period to the symbolism of radical reactionary revolution in the 1930-40’s. 

Nishida was apparently worried, saying: “For the imperial family to be connected with 

the camp of reactionary ultranationalist ideology is incomparably the most dangerous thing” (a 

letter to Yamamoto, February 1932). As he mentioned, after the February 26 incident of 1936, 

“Unless decisive action is taken at this time, the future of our country is grim.” What could he 

have done about it? For Nishida, he tried to meet his students who were political leaders such as 

Konoe Fumimaro, Kido Kōichi, and Harada Kumao to convince them of his world-worlds-

formation philosophy. However, teaching those aristocrats was not enough to change the trend.  

Reaching the masses was critical.  

Nishida may have understood fascist and ultra-nationalist’s feature of “fascism from 

above.” Nishida, however, lacked an understanding of “pseudo-revolutionary” revitalization of 

masses’ ressentiment as “fascism from below.”372 Kita Ikki’s 北一輝 ultra-nationalist notion of 

the “People’s Emperor” instead of the “Emperor’s People” was important in terms of the 

“pseudo-revolutionary” character of Japanese fascism in order to abolish any intermediate 

corrupted politicians, capitalists and bureaucrats to establish the emperor’s direct control as a 
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divine messianic figure.   

Nishida finally reached his own notion of kokutai and the nation in the last section of the 

last writing of The Logic of Basho and Religious World View; Nishida again emphasized that the 

nation itself was not absolute. The nation was the foundation of morality, but not of religion. Our 

moral actions must reflect a national character, but the nation does not save our soul. A religious 

person in his moral behavior must naturally be a citizen of a nation as something historically 

formative. And yet, the two standpoints must always be distinguished. Otherwise, the pure 

development of each, religion and morality, will be obstructed, regressing into the “medieval” 

identity of the two. This was why modern nations have come to recognize freedom of religious 

belief against the authority of the political state.373  

We can see Nishida’s consistency in his autonomous ethical theory against heteronomous 

authority or divine theory from beginning to end. It is an obvious critique against a dominant 

ultra-nationalistic ideology of a pseudo-religious absolutism of kokutai. How brave he was to 

write this critique during the most severe Thought Police control in 1945.  

Nishida reaches his conclusion about the nation by quoting Sukhavativyuha Sutra: “All 

four groups of the earthly congregation were then able to see all that was on the other side 

instantly. And those in the Pure Land saw this land too, just as the former saw them.”  Suzuki 

interpreted this to mean that just as the assembled throngs in the world, who take veneration of 

the Buddha as the center of their religious life, see the Pure Land, so too this world is seen by the 

assembled throngs who have already attained the Pure Land.374  

Nishida finally concluded: 

This corrupt world reflects the Pure Land, and the Pure Land reflects this corrupt world. 
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They are mutually reflecting mirrors. This points to the interconnectedness, or oneness of 
the Pure Land and this corrupt world. I think I am able to conceive of the nation in these 
terms. The nation is the mirror image of the Pure Land in this world.375 
 

His philosophical goal was, as he mentioned often, that through the logic of basho. He 

wanted to integrate Buddhism with the scientific modern mind.376 Nishida also mentioned to 

D.T. Suzuki about the aim of this last writing, “Religious reality cannot be grasped by 

conventional objective logic, but by the logic of “contradictory self-identity,” or the logic of 

Sokuhi. From this point of prajna, I want to discuss what a “person” is and want to connect that 

“person” to the actual historical world.”377 In other words, Nishida wanted not only to integrate a 

Buddhist logic of prajna in his philosophy as he did, but also with social ethics in the state and 

the world; “A fusion of Christian God as Lord with the nation may easily be contemplated; but 

this is less easily contemplated with respect to Buddhism, which in the past has even been 

regarded as apolitical.” This is the inevitable conclusion of his philosophical essence of basho 

which is the “endlessly opened”限り無き開けに於いてある場所. In the basho of the nation 

wherein the Pure Land is mirrored, the contrary of individual and whole, transcendence and 

immanence, race and other race, and past, present and future are paradoxically in correspondence 

without obstruction.  Based on great compassion or true love, every individual, family and race 

has a self-awakening. 

 

Evaluations 

 

Nishida’s vision of co-prosperity of world-worlds-formation in which each culture and 
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nation is co-determined, co-negated and co-affirmed with respect to “I” and “Thou” relationships 

in the basho of the world has not yet been realized. Each nation and culture expresses its 

historical mission as the focal point in which the world expresses itself. Even Japanese kokutai is 

one of the expressions of the world-worlds-formation through contradictory-self-identity in the 

basho of the nation of Japan. Nishida carefully avoids absolutization of kokutai as the subject to 

dominate other worlds. Nishida emphasizes that if nationalism does not have a world-worlds-

formation view, it would become imperialism and national egotism, which inevitably leads to 

invasion and war between the subject and the subject. To be a true kokutai, it must be negated in 

the basho of absolute nothingness and become one with the world: thus, “kokutai is not kokutai, 

therefore it is kokutai.” Thus, heteronomous coercion or ideological imposition of kokutai 

doctrine on the Japanese themselves as well as on Koreans and Taiwanees within the basho of 

the Japanese Empire is certainly in violation of Nishida’s philosophy of basho.  

The Korean people and culture and that of the Taiwanese are different expressions of 

world-worlds-formations and need to be respected through mutual determination and negation as 

an “I” and “Thou” relationship in the basho of the Japanese empire. Especially Korean culture, 

from which Japan learned of Buddhism and Confucianism, has a unique and much longer history 

than Japan’s. This was a real test whether or not Japan could create a real East Asian Co-

Prosperity. However, what Japan did in Korea and Manchuria was really bachigai 場違い as the 

arrogant subject to dominate the object without negating the subject in becoming one with the 

object or respecting a regional local culture and customs. 

Korea was annexed in 1910 and the Korean people’s Independence movements were 

brutally crushed. Mass killing took place in March 1919 when it was still under Taishō 

democracy wherein freedom of speech was pretty much guaranteed. Like D.T. Suzuki, Nishida 
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did not speak out against the coercive and heteronomous treatment of Korean people, such as the 

abolition of the Korean language and the change of their own last names for Japanese names, the 

imposition of Shinto worship, eventually escalating to “forced labor” and “comfort women” 

during the war. Because, according to Nishida’s ethical theory, Japan’s actions were the 

inevitable results of the heteronomous authoritative ethics of kokutai as “reversed” superior-

inferior complex or the “transfer of oppression” as Maruyama Masao pointed out.378 Very few 

spoke out against it; for example, Yanaibara Tadao, a student of Uchimura Kanzō, a professor of 

colonial policy at Tokyo University, voiced his opposition against atrocities and violations of 

human rights in Japanese colonies.379 Nishida and the Kyoto School did very rarely mention 

Korean and Chinese philosophies and their nationalism but most references were to Western 

philosophies. This was the greatest problem of Nishida and the Kyoto school. 

Mistreatment of Koreans and Taiwanese was already a self-defeat of Japan in violation of 

the principle of co-prosperity that underling the real defeat of Japan in World War II. According 

to Ienaga Saburō, one of important reasons for the planning of the Manchurian Incident in 

1931was for Japan to secure control of Korea since many Korean independence movements were 

secretly organized in Manchuria, as testified to by the actual planners in the Japanese 

Manchurian Army.380 In other words, it could be said that the failure of the right treatment of 

Korea resulted in Japan’s long involvement in the Fifteen Year War from the Manchurian 

Incident in 1931 through the China-Japan War up to the Pacific War and the total destruction of 

Japan in 1945.  

What if there were a possibility to stop the war in order to save 2.33 million Japanese 
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lives, almost 20 million Chinese lives and 500,000 Korean lives, which were lost, and resulted in  

“comfort women” and “slave labor,” what could a philosopher have done about it? This is a 

difficult question not only for Nishida but also all intellectuals. Nishida himself mentioned in a 

letter after the Hibiya Park talk in October 1937; “I am not good at street theatre talk and I am 

not good at popular thought movement” in October 1937.381 Nishida’s philosophical vision must 

be practically implemented by actual educational agencies for the masses. Unlike Marxism and 

Fascism, Nishida’s philosophy did not have a strategic methodology of organizational praxis for 

social actualization of his philosophical vision as Tosaka pointed out. Otherwise it would have 

been possible to resist the “mass-oriented” and “pseudo-revolutionary” ultranationalim and 

fascism. The only possibility for it was cooperation with Buddhist organizations as Nishida 

indicates in his vision of the Pure Land in his last writing.  

James Katelaar pointed out, “Buddhism was, indeed one, if not the only, organization 

capable of offering effective resistance to the state policy.”382 Would it not have been possible for 

Nishida to implement his philosophy substantially in the masses through cooperation with 

Buddhist leaders and organizations, including open-minded Christian leaders, in order to create a 

strong public opinion and impact political leaders? Nishida’s students, Miki Kiyoshi and Tosaka 

Jun with their effective journalistic skills might have helped this inter-religious educational 

movement. His long life friend, D.T. Suzuki already had a deep relationship with both Pure Land 

Buddhism and Zen Buddhism due to his tenure at Ōtani University. Even well known Christian 

leaders, Takakura Tokutarō 高倉徳太郎 (1885-1933), Ōsaka Motokichirō逢坂元吉郎 (1880-

1945), who were students of Nishida in Kanazawa, would have cooperated and even a leader of 
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Christians, Masahisa Uemura植村正久.383 There was also the Prime Minister, Konoe 

Fumimaro近衛文麿 who often listened to Nishida’s critique, but had a weak personality. 

Without mass support, Konoe could not firmly resist Japanese ultra-nationalists and the military.  

 

The Possibility for Cooperation among Seno’s Girō and Nishida and the Kyoto School 

 

As discussed in the previous section of the Nichiren Buddhists’ resistances, Seno’o Girō 

(1889-1961) was the founder of 新興仏教青年同盟 The Youth Federation for Revitalizing 

Buddhism (YFRB). In April 5, 1931, he proclaimed that Buddhism must reform itself and return 

to the original teaching of Shakamuni Gautama beyond sectarian differences and must dedicate 

itself to social reform under capitalism. Their motto was “To Bear the Buddha into the streets and 

villages.” Seno’o’s idea was a kind of Buddhist socialism. The convention of the YFRB was held 

in 1931in Tokyo.  

Though Seno’o proclaimed the philosophy of Buddhist socialism, it was too Buddhist for 

Marxism, also it was too Marxist for Buddhism. It needed philosophical reconstruction. 

However, Seno’o’s commitment to social reform and anti-fascist, and militarism was remarkable 

among Buddhists, whose majority fell in the supporters of nationalistic militarism.  

It was regrettable that the Kyoto School of Nishida and his students did not make an 

alliance with Seno’o and YFRB and help him by giving more support to the philosophical 

reconstruction between Buddhism and social reform. It is my view that Seno’o and YFBF were a 

foot without a head, the Kyoto School was a head without a foot. If it had done this, a majority of 

Buddhists who were sympathetic to Seno’o but anti-Marxist would have found it easier to join 
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his movement since the Kyoto School was popular among the Buddhists and the whole 

population. Seno’o’s association with the Kyoto School would have created more mass 

movements of anti-fascism and anti-war. 1937 was too late, however, because the war with 

China had already begun and the country as whole marched to the war. But in 1931, right after 

the Manchurian Incident and right after the YFRB was founded, it was not too late because the 

majority of people still preferred parliamentary politics and anti-militarism. However, the chance 

was lost. Eventually Nishida’s students, Miki Kiyoshi and Tosaka Jun were also arrested in 1940 

and they both died in prison a month after the end of the war in August 1945, due to the bad 

health policy of the prison. Nishida himself died at his home two months before the end of the 

war in1945. This was a tragic loss in Japanese intellectual history.   

Of course, this is very hypothetical thinking about history. But as Nishida asked his 

students in his last letter on March 11, 1945 to establish a moral and cultural foundation for 

Japanese people in the future, there is the possibility of constructing a new Buddhist (prajna) 

social ethics based on Nishida’s philosophy of Basho in dealing concretely with the conflicts 

among religions, the nation and the world today. This is an unaccomplished task, which 

Nishida left for us.  

 

Japanese Buddhist Missionaries in Asia and World War II 

  

  After Japan’s victory in the Russo-Japan War in 1905, more Japanese Buddhist 

missionaries went to Manchuria, Korea, Taiwan and other areas of China. The future Buddhist 

leaders in China, Korea and Taiwan came to Japan and learned Japanese Buddhism, which had 

been successful in modernization and integration in the society and the state.   

 However, after Japan’s annexation of Korea in 1910, the Manchurian Incident in 1931 
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and the China-Japan War in 1937, young Chinese and Korean Buddhist leaders questioned 

Japanese Buddhism and its missionary activities; despite the sincere intention of some 

missionaries, Japanese Buddhist missionaries worked with the Japanese military abroad as 

chaplains, uncritical of the military aggression, and even became agent provocateurs or spies 

giving information about local pro/anti-Japanese Chinese Buddhists to the military.   

Japanese Buddhist Pan-Asianism became increasingly instrumental to the Japanese 

military aggression justifying the ideology of “The Great East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.” The 

Japanese Buddhists initiated three large Pan-Asian Buddhist Youth Conferences in 1930 in 

Hawaii, 1934 and 1943 in Tokyo. Chinese Buddhists refused to attend in 1934 since Manchurian 

Buddhists attended with equal status with Chinese Buddhists who did not recognize Manchukuo. 

The Japanese Buddhists accused Chinese Buddhists of confusing politics with religion: this logic 

was self-contradictory since Japanese Buddhist political neutrality was used in demanding that 

Chinese Buddhists not fight Japanese military aggression.  

At the Conference in 1943, Japanese Buddhists persuaded South Asian Buddhists in 

Thailand, Burma, and Vietnam etc. that they should cooperate with the Japanese military 

operation in the Pacific War to protect Buddhism from Western Christian-colonialism since 

Christians and Communists controlled the Chinese government and Allied nations.384 

In Korea, Buddhism was persecuted by the Chosŏn (1392-1897C.E.) 朝鮮 Dynasty’s 

Neo-Confucian ideology, so that Buddhists were not even allowed to enter the capital of Seoul. 

After Japan’s annexation of Korea in 1910, Korean Buddhists welcomed the modernity of 

Japanese Buddhism as an instrument for reforming Korean Buddhism. The Korean Buddhist 

denominations were controlled by the head of Japanese denominations according to “The Temple 
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Act” of 1911. For example, in Zen Buddhism, Takeda Hanshi 武田範之 (1863-1911), a Sōtō Zen 

priest came to control Korean Zen Buddhism Wonjong 円宗 by merging it with Sōtō Zen in 

1911. It has been debated whether he was involved in the assassination of Queen Min who 

cooperated with Russia in 1895.385 

After the Korean Independence Movement exploded on March 1, 1919, the Japanese 

Governor of Korea, Saitō Makoto 斎藤 実 (1856-1936), realized the importance of controlling 

their minds by cultural rather than military means. The Governor of Korea requested that 

Japanese Buddhists cooperate with Korean Buddhists to disseminate the Naisen-Ittai内鮮一体 

policy (Unity of Japanese and Koreans as one people under the emperor) by the so-called 

Shinden 心田 movement (cultivating mind movement).386	  

The Japanese Buddhists considered that because of their modernity, they were in a good 

position to educate Asian Buddhists by means of Buddhist Pan-Asianism. But they were 

eventually used by Japanese imperialism during 1900-1945.   
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CHAPTER 6  

 

A CRITICAL REFLECTION ON MODERN JAPANESE BUDDHISM: 

A RENEWAL OF BUDDHIST INDIVIDUAL SOCIAL ETHICS, INTER-RELIGIOUS 

AND TRANS-NATIONAL DIALOGUE  

 

As previously examined, modern Japanese Buddhism was neither a victim of 

ultranationalism and militarism nor a quiet side story of passive resistance to ultranationlism and 

militarism and World War II. Rather, most of the modern Japanese Buddhist community actively 

and willingly participated in and created significant aspects of ultranationalism and militarism 

during the Pacific War, with the exception of a few individual Buddhists who resisted. Why did 

the fifteen hundred years of Japanese Buddhism tragically and painfully end up like this? I would 

like to examine critically three problematic issues of modern Japanese Buddhism; (1) the 

individual social ethics and critical mind; (2) the interreligious dialogue; (3) the trans-national 

dialogue. 

 
Examination of Japanese Buddhism: An Individual Critical Mind, and A Search for 

the Historical Buddha 

 

Brian Victoria provides a critical examination of the essential problems of Japanese Zen 

and Buddhism in general and gives twelve reasons why Japanese Buddhism was subordinated to 

kokutai ideology according to his teacher, Ichikawa Hakugen’s analysis市川白弦(1902-86). 

These twelve reasons are important to note:  
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First, the subservience of Buddhism to the state; second, naturalizing the inequality of 

society by its doctrine of karmic retribution; third, internalization of the Confucian logic of 

hierarchy into Buddhism as a tool for obedience to the imperial order; fourth, the doctrine of 

dependent co-arising and non-self discourages independent, individual critical thinking; fifth, a 

lack of the notion of transcendence, thus, less prophetic concern to reform society; sixth, too 

much emphasis on a debt of gratitude towards the family and ruler instead of universal 

indebtedness to all sentient beings; seventh, the stress on harmony and cooperation as an organic 

theory recognizing the preeminence of the state; eighth, the doctrine of a middle way, promoting 

compromise instead of confrontation of injustice; ninth, ancestor veneration promoted the 

custom and virtue of Japan; tenth, favoring wabi-sabi, (impermanence and a suggestive 

aesthetic) fails to encourage a clear logical legality for changing the laws of society; eleventh, 

too much emphasis on inner peace rather than justice, a lack of the notion of a just kingdom here 

on earth; twelfth, the Buddhist notion of soku that means “just as it is” relating to the Buddhist 

concept of suchness and non-duality which does not provide a dynamic theoretical foundation 

for confronting reality or social change.387 

Victoria acknowledges that this analysis still needs to be discussed. However, Ichikawa’s 

self-criticism of Japanese Zen in the post-war era set the foundation for, the so-called, “Critical 

Buddhism” by a number of Zen scholars such as Hakamaya Noriaki 袴谷憲昭 and Matsumoto 

Shirō松本史朗. They have seriously taken a critical examination of Zen and Buddhist doctrines 

for establishing Buddhists’ independent and critical function towards the state and nationalism.388 

Moreover, it is most important to go back to Shakyamuni (Siddhartha Gautama) himself 

to ground Buddhism in what he thought and did, especially concerning the state, and war, for 
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many denominations of Japanese Buddhism have not made Shakyamuni as the primary object of 

faith. Rather, it has been Amida Buddha for the True Pure Land Buddhism, Dainichi Nyorai Sun 

God, Mahāvairocana for Shingon Buddhism, and Gohonzon for Nichiren Buddhism. As 

mentioned in chapter one, Japanese Buddhism came out of Chinese and Korean Buddhism, 

which was a Mahayana tradition. Unlike the Theravada tradition in South Asia, Mahayana 

Buddhism emphasized the salvation of all, including laity, instead of focusing on one’s own 

enlightenment to become a Buddha.  

Thus, Mahayana Buddhism invented many bodhisattvas as figures devoting themselves 

to others’ salvation before becoming a Buddha. This Mahayana tradition certainly brought a 

significant flexibility to accommodate the salvation needed to meet various people’s needs and 

contexts. However, due to this flexibility and its over-contextualization in the Chinese, Korean 

and Japanese soils, Japanese Buddhism has at times lost the centrality of Shakyamuni’s teaching 

as the core ethic and faith.  

After the Meiji Restoration, Japanese Buddhism learned of the modern textual, critical 

and historical studies from European Buddhist scholars, because Europeans colonized South 

Asian nations such as India, Sri Lanka and Burma where Theravada Buddhism and the original 

Pali cannons were prominent. They preserved the primitive Buddhism which existed before 

Chinese versions of Mahayana Buddhism.  As mentioned in chapter two, because of the rise of 

the historical and critical textual studies, New Buddhist Fellowships and Seo’o Girō’s The Youth 

Federation for Revitalizing Buddhism attempted to restore the centrality and the originality of 

the faith in Shakyamuni as a foundation for the unity and renewal of Japanese Buddhism. 

However, their efforts did not affect the majority of Japanese Buddhists, and their reform did not 

succeed before World War II. Hence it is important to investigate Shakyamuni’s teachings and 
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the Dhamma he relied upon in order to examine Japanese Buddhism critically.389  

 

The Notion of “Non-Self” (Anatta) 
 

I do not wish to deal with all of Ichikawa’s twelve issues mentioned above. However, I 

would like to focus on Victoria’s discussion of Ichikawa’s fourth issue that the doctrine of 

Interdependent Co-Arising and Non-Self discourages independent, individual critical thinking in 

Japanese Buddhism.  I believe that Japanese Buddhism has misinterpreted the two core notions 

of Buddhism, Anatta “Non-Self,” as translated in Japanese Muga 無我 (selflessness) and 

Paticca-samuppāda the “Interdependent Co-Arising” as Engi縁起 in conjunction with Wa 和 

(harmony). These two virtues were evaluated as the Buddhist virtues, contributing to the 

submission of Japanese Buddhism to the state.  

First of all, the notion of “Non-Self” (anatta) has been interpreted as 無我 Muga in 

Japanese (selflessness) as total selfless existence. However, according to the primitive 

Buddhism’ interpretation of anatta “Non-Self,” it was not a total annihilation of individuality at 

all.  The original meaning of anatta was that the self does not have Atman (the essential self), or 

the eternal soul, or the permanent substantial fixed identity. It was a rejection of any essentialist 

or eternalist view point. Also anatta does not mean that no being exists or that all beings exist 

only as bodies with no mental-spiritual dimension left after bodily death. The Buddha actually 

                                                             
389 Dhamma is a Pali expression of the Dharma (Sanskrit). Dhamma has several meanings: (1) the eternal truth, 
cosmic law-orderliness discovered by the Buddha(s); (2) the Buddhist path of practice, and the goal of Buddhism, 
the timeless Nibbana (Nirvana in Sanskrit); (3) Ethical norm or social ethical principle; (3) Teachings or doctrines of 
Buddha; (4) Any phenomenal objects (both physical and mental) of consciousness. (Peter Harvery, An Introduction 
to Buddhism, p. 2.) 



  229 

denied both nihilism (the view that no being exists) and annihilationism (the view that a being 

exists only as a body and perishes totally).390  

This notion of anatta (Non-Self) is the twin core teaching of Buddhism with 

Interdependent Co-Arising; they are two sides of the same coin. In response to the eternalist view 

of “Self,” the Buddha taught “Non-Self.” On the other hand, in response to “nihilism” and 

“annihilationism,” the Buddha taught Interdependent Co-Arising.  Individuality and its 

consciousness do arise and thus are not totally non-existent. However, they exist only in their 

relation to their bodies, to other individuals, and to all non-self entities in its environment.391 

Accordingly, the self is a constant flux or change of the combination of the Five Aggregates of 

matter, sensations, perceptions, mental formations, and consciousness.392 

However, Japanese Buddhism interpreted it as the total selflessness of nothingness. This 

total nothingness was probably as result of its merger with the Taoist notion of Mu (Non-Being) 

already in China.393 Several passages of Tao-Te Ching mention that Tao is Non-Being or 

Nothingness as the origin of the universe.  All individualities and different manifestations of 

selves were returned to the origin, Tao which was Mu Nothingness (Non-Being).394  However, 

the Buddhist notion of “Non-Self” is not Non-Being, but neither Being (eternalist) nor Non-

Being (annihilationist). Walpola Rahula states: 

According to the Buddha’s teaching, it is as wrong to hold the opinion “I have no self” 
(which is the annihilationist theory) as to hold the opinion, “I have self” (which is the 
eternalist theory), because are fetters, both arising of the false idea “I am.” .. Anatta is not 
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to take hold of any opinions or view, but to try to see things objectively as they are 
without mental projections, to see that what I call, “I” or “being”, is only a combination 
of physical and mental five aggregates, which are working together interdependently in a 
flux of momentary change within the law of cause and effect, and that there is nothing 
permanent, everlasting, unchanging and eternal in the whole of existence.395 
 

 Thus, later Mahayana Buddhism developed the notion of Sunyata (emptiness) which 

means that every being has “non-self-nature” because of its Interdependent Co-Arising of 

existence. This notion that relationship precedes substance indicates a relational individuality, not 

a fixed isolated permanent individuality of substantia. This concept of “Non-Self” encourages 

seeking the true self and seeing the true reality of self without relying upon the external power of 

divine aid or magic rituals. Shakyamuni was actually critical of religious rituals, magic and 

formalistic liturgy around his time which did not involve seeing oneself objectively. Shakyamuni 

said to his disciple in his last week: 

Therefore, Ānanda, dwell making yourselves your island, making yourselves, not anyone 
else, your refuge; making the Dhamma your island, the Dhamma your refuge, nothing 
else your refuge.396 

  

 
Inter-Dependent Co-Arising (Paticca-samuppāda) 

 

As suggested above, Japanese Buddhism often misinterpreted the Interdependent Co-

Arising as Engi in connection with Wa (Harmony). Prince Shōtoku (573-621 C.E.), who 

established Buddhism as the state’s religion, wrote the Seventeen Article Constitution based on 

Buddhism, Confucianism and the imperial authority in 604 C.E. This Constitution shaped 

Japanese public consciousness throughout history. The First Article said:  

Harmony is to be valued, and contentiousness avoided. All men are inclined to 
partnership and few are truly discerning. Hence there are some who disobey their lords 
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and fathers or who maintain feuds with the neighboring villages. But when those above 
are harmonious and those below are conciliatory and there is concord in the discussion of 
all matters, the disposition of affairs comes about naturally. Then what is there that 
cannot be accomplished?397 

 
 As a pious Buddhist Prince Shōtoku wrote the first sentence, “Harmony is to be valued 

and contentiousness avoided” in the Constitution, many Japanese thought that this notion of 

harmony came from the Buddhist values or the same values as Buddhism. Even though this first 

sentence was a quote from Confucius’ Analects 1:12., Japanese often identified this notion of 

“Harmony” with the Buddhist notion of Interdependent Co-Arising.  This was because his 

Second Article was as follows: 

Sincerely reverence the Three Treasures. The Buddha, the law (Dhamma), and the 
religious orders (Sangha) are the final refuge of all beings and the supreme objects of 
reverence in all countries. It is a law honored by all, no matter what the age or who the 
person. Few men are utterly bad; with instruction they can follow it. But if they do not 
betake themselves to the Three Treasures, how can their crookedness be made straight?398 

 
 Therefore, Japanese Buddhists have interpreted the core Buddhist concept of 

Interdependent Co-Arising as harmonization of all different beings in the spacial realm.399 This 

eventually encouraged Japanese Buddhists to create social harmony as one organic society under 

the emperor without resisting or confronting injustice. However, this was a Confucian conceptual 

hijacking of the Buddhist notion of Interdependent Co-Arising.400 According to Matsumoto, a 

Critical Buddhist scholar, the Interdependent Co-Arising does not mean harmony in the realm of 

space at all, but in the realm of time.401 This was rooted in Shakyamuni’s enlightenment 
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experience which was articulated later as the twelve factors or links, nidarnas of the 

Interdependent Co-Arising.402  

This twelve links are: (1) spiritual ignorance   (2) volitional actions or karmic 

formulation   (3) consciousness   (4) mental and physical phenomena   (5) the six faculties 

(five physical sense-organs and mind)   (6) sensory contact   (7) sensation   (8) craving, 

thirst   (9) clinging   (10) becoming   (11) birth   (12) ageing, death, sorrow, 

lamentation, pain, grief and despair.403   

This is the origin of whole mass of dukkha (suffering) in “forward” order.  It also follows 

in “reverse” order how the cessation of dukkha comes about due to the complete cessation of 

spiritual ignorance and the consequent cessation each of the followings twelve links.404 For 

example, through the complete cessation of spiritual ignorance, volitional actions cease; through 

the cessation of volitional actions, consciousness ceases. …. ; through cessation of birth, ageing, 

death, lamentation cease.  Each of these links is conditioned and conditioning. Thus, this must be 

understood as a circle, not (1) as the first cause and (12) as the end.405 This is the content of 

Interdependent Co-Arising, which Shakyamuni experienced in enlightenment. 

Therefore, Shakyamuni did not see the Interdependent Co-Arising as a grand 

harmonization of the universe and the self at all. There was no beginning and no end. This was 

the realization of the continuously conditioning and conditioned river of our existence. Our 

existence is fragile and impermanent, with no permanent first cause or final end. For 

Shakyamuni, enlightenment consisted of facing the true reality, without delusion or illusion or 
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fantasy, seeing the constant flux of reality as it is. Accordingly, the impermanence of reality and 

the groundlessness of existence itself compose life and death at each and every moment. For 

Shakyamuni, this realization of reality fired by impermanence is indispensable for the realization 

of Interdependent Co-Arising that is the Dhamma. 

 

Impermanence (Anitya) 

              

When Shakyamuni died, his last word was “Decay is inherent in all conditioned things! 

Work out your salvation with diligence!” (Mahaparinibbana-sutta 16). This last word of 

Shakyamuni about the “impermanence of existence Anitya 無常” and the “momentary destruction 

of existence” Ksanabhanga (Ksanik, setsunametsu in Japanese刹那滅) are significant.  

Shakyamuni’s teachings were grounded on his profound experience of impermanence. Scholars 

point out that the early Agama sutra fully contains the teachings of the impermanence of 

existence.  According to Shakyamuni, seeing the impermanence or momentariness of reality as 

impermanent is enlightenment.  Thus, suffering, dukkha arises due to illusion and delusion 

seeking the permanent substance beyond impermanent and non-substantial reality.  This notion 

of impermanence is transformed into the notion of the “momentary destruction of existence” 

through the means of prajna (wisdom). In other words, Shakyamuni’s central notion of the 

Dhamma, the Interdependent Co-Arising could have come out of his reflection on why existence 

is impermanence and we suffer for it.  He saw the real impermanence of reality of all existence, 

in each and every moment was life and death, so that each and every moment was precious, 

therefore, karuna (real compassion) emerged towards all beings. 

Hence, if Buddhists follow the last word of Shakyamuni, they must reject any attempt for 
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eternalization of any being or ideology as a permanent, unchangeable and lasting substance. The 

Buddhists must see clearly the impermanent reality as impermanent without seeking any eternal 

realm outside of the reality. Thus, the Japanese Buddhists should have rejected the eternalization 

and glorification of kokutai ideology and the emperor as delusion. Moreover, the Japanese 

Buddhists should have criticized any attempt of imperial expansion of territories by the military 

power as a national delusion or national attachment as selfish thirst tanha that caused a 

tremendous dukkha.  

According to Hirakawa Akira平川彰, later Mahayana Buddhism often tended to 

eternalize the Buddha nature and the core teaching of impermanence was relativized to become 

just one of the Three Marks of Buddha’s teachings; impermanence, non-self and nirvana-

tranquility.  Thus enlightenment was seen to consist in seeking the tranquility of nirvana by 

releasing oneself from impermanent reality rather than seeing impermanent reality as it is.406 

Such an eternalization of Buddha and the Buddha nature provided one of the foundations of 

Tathagata-garba 如来蔵: Everyone has a potential to become a Buddha and the original Buddha 

nature exists in the Garba which means “womb” or “embryo” or “seeds” in everyone.407 The 

Tathâgata-garba later influenced the formation of two idealism; the Ta-sheng ch’i-hsin lun 大乗

起信論 (Awakening of Faith in Mahayana), as well as “the triple world is mind only” and further 

into the Hua Yen Buddhism 華厳宗 and Vijnanavada school.408  Critical Buddhism, especially 

Matsumoto Shirō, argues that this concept of Tathâgata-garba is not Buddhism at all but a 
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different version of the Hindu notion of Atman.409 

 

Shakyamuni and State 

 

During the Shakyamuni period, a king was seen as an employee who was hired by the 

people to protect their properties and securities. If the king did not do a good job, he was fired by 

the people, according to Digha-Nikāya.410 This was a kind of social contract theory. That was 

why it is interesting to note that the Japanese pro-Shinto scholars like Kitabatake Chikafusa北畠

親房 (1293-1354 C.E.) and later Hirata Atsutane 平田篤胤 (1776-1843 C.E.) criticized the early 

Buddhist notion of king chosen by the people for its incompatibility with the Japanese 

emperors.411 No early sutras mention that the king was something sacred. There were kinds of 

democratic and social contractual notions in ancient India. 

Thus, Shakyamuni set up his religious community, Sangha, with quite a democratic 

structure: no class distinction among monks, everything was decided by fair discussion and 

participation by all members in the meetings since the Dhamma was the highest authority. 

Shakyamuni wanted to establish an ideal community centered on the Dhamma.  This was 

remarkably pro-republican and democratic in form around that time of the Hindu class and caste 

system.  Shakyamuni knew that many selfish kings inflicted the sufferings on their people, in 

particular wars. He often compared the king to a serpent who was often greedy, therefore it was 
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wise not to contact kings and the Sangha must focus on its spiritual improvement.412  

Furthermore, Shakyamuni also knew that the kings often interfered and persecuted 

the Buddhist communities, and was unwilling to ignore it. Thus, he had to teach kings and 

government officials to do right thing for the people. Shakyamuni told King Kōsala: 

The King must govern and guide the state by the Dhamma. Do not do anything against 
the Dhamma. 413 If the king follows the Dhamma, the people enjoy lives and peace. But if 
the King does not follow the Dhamma, the people suffer.414 
 

Therefore, Shakyamuni summarized key political principles as follows: 

The policy must be “not to kill” and “not let people kill,” “not to win” and “not to let win,” 
“not to grieve” and “not to let the people grieve.” Govern the state by the Dhamma.”415 

 
 Of course, Shakyamuni did not encourage his followers to become kings or for Sangha 

to become a political organization, but to focus on enlightenment and pursue the Dhamma as the 

highest priority. Thus, Shakyamuni never went to meet the kings and government officials by 

himself, but met only when the kings and officials visited him.  Even when the kings bowed to 

him, he never bowed back to them. The monks never bow to the kings in South Asia following 

his tradition. All Pāli sutras describe that though kings had power and territory, a king was just 

one person who must follow the Dhamma. There is still such a tradition in Theravada Buddhism. 

In Thailand, the king wore yellow robes and became a Buddhist monk and stayed in the Sangha 

for a period of time. The monks never received medals from the king, since monks who follow 

the Dhamma are higher than kings spiritually.416 

 Thus, Shakyamuni especially wanted kings to pursue peace instead of military 
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aggression. When the King Ajatasattu of Magadha asked Shakyamuni whether or not the king 

could attack another kingdom of Vajji, he replied to the king without confronting him directly, 

but told him indirectly through his disciple Ānanda about seven principles of good and 

prosperous state of Vajji, his disciple saying that: 

(1) Vajji people hold frequent public assemblies and all participate in the assemblies 

(2) Vajji (people) must meet in concord, rise in concord, and act as they are supposed to do 

in concord.417 

(3) Vajji follow the law and never violate the law and make the traditional law. 

(4) Vajji respect elders and host them and listen to them. 

(5) Vajji never abuse wives and girls or carry them away by force and violence.  

(6) Vajji respect traditional communal trees and make offerings according to the law 

(7) Vajji host and serve Arahats (monks who seek enlightenment) and wait for them.418  

 

The King eventually realized by himself not to attack the Vajji kingdom. It is interesting to 

note the way Shakyamuni conveyed his peace message. He just described the principle of the 

good state that Vajji followed without saying what the king must do or not.  It is clear that 

Shakyamuni endorsed the republican political system, which was more a direct participatory 

democracy (1) (2),419 and lawful society where no one was above the law, even kings (3). Also 

(5); the protection of women and children was remarkable at that time. (6); though it sounds 

strange about the tree and offering, it implies that Shakyamuni did not reject but tolerated native 

and communal religious traditions. 
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However, as this story went to China, the seven principles were somehow differently 

translated especially, (2); the original Pali said, just the Vajji people must meet in concord, but 

the Chinese translation says that the king and the subjects must meet in concord.420 Chinese 

Confucian mindset did not accept the republican system of Vajji, so that the king-subjects system 

was a-priori. Furthermore, whereas (4): says Vajji respect elders, the Chinese translation says 

that the people should respect parents and clan masters with propriety and rites. The propriety 

and rites were the Confucian notion of Li.421 “(6): Vajji never abuse women and girls,” was 

changed into the Chinese version to “women should keep fidelity,” which was a totally different 

meaning, reflecting a Confucian view.422 Thus, when this story of Shakyamuni came to Japan, it 

was certain that Japanese read the Chinese version of it. In spite of the Chinese version, as 

mentioned above, Japanese Shinto scholars of Kitabatake and Hirata accused this story of being 

anti-Japan. 

Finally, when King Vidudabha of Kosala tried to attack Shakyamuni’s home territory, the 

land of Shakya clan, he tried to stop the war by sitting under the dead tree on the way the King 

marched to the war. The King asked why he was sitting, and Shakyamuni replied that “family’s 

shadow is better than outsiders.” The King realized that his statement had a deep meaning and 

gave up marching. At the second attempt to attack, Shakyamuni did the same by sitting under the 

dead tree. The King again gave up and returned to his country. At the third time, when the King 

marched to attack, Shakyamuni did not try to sit to stop them, and though his disciple asked him 

to fight. Shakyamuni said that his clan’s karma was so deep that it could not be escaped right 
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then. His homeland was totally destroyed.423 

 This story indicates that Shakyamuni’s primary effort was to stop war, but also the limits 

of his range of action. India’s autonomous city nations were eventually conquered by a strong 

unified kingdom. This direction of history could not be stopped even by Shakyamuni.424 India 

was eventually unified by King Asoka and took Buddhism as the central ideology for unification. 

A new concept of the Dhamma King emerged and became the notion of the Wheel-Turning King, 

Cakravartin, who protects the nation by Buddhism. In Japan, konrin jōō Golden Wheel-Turning 

Sacred King was formulated for the emperor who protects Japan by the Dhamma.425 

 However, this investigation into the historical Buddha, Shakyamuni in the Pali scriptures 

is important for the critical examination of Japanese Buddhism which has deviated from, or even 

distorted the centrality and the originality of Shakyamuni, for the renewal of Japanese Buddhism. 

 

The Problems of Japanese Buddhists’ Inter-religious Dialogue 

  

In terms of the Japanese Buddhists’ attitude towards interreligious dialogue, there were 

two types of dialogue in modern Japan; first, the dialogue in the establishment; second, the 

dialogue in the anti-establishment. 

There were thirty Buddhist leaders and the same number of Christians who first met at 

the dialogue conference in 1898 in Tokyo. They talked in friendly manner and focused more on 

practical issues of charity but came to agree with the support of the emperor and the empire. 
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They were also ironically confident; the Buddhist leaders now were confident that Christianity 

would be assimilated with Buddhism. The Christian leaders were confident that Buddhism would 

be assimilated with Christianity. Both embraced the social evolution theory and conviction, 

which made them confident and eventually created such a meeting! This was the first time that 

the Buddhists recognized Christians as equals.426 

After two wars with China in 1894 and with Russia in 1904, with Japan’s victory, there 

was the High Treason Incident in 1910, concerning an attempt to assassinate the Meiji emperor 

by anarchists and socialists including Buddhist priests. Thus, by the government initiatives in 

1912, the Conference of Three Religions was held. The state asked three religious leaders to 

bring about good morality and obedience to the emperor and state. The government first 

recognized Christianity having equal status with Buddhism and Shinto since the Japanese 

Christians proved their loyalty in two wars. The Buddhist-Christian dialogue in terms of 

establishment and nationalism was possible because of each religion’s confidence of faith and 

concern for the wellness of the emperor and empire.  

However, this kind of dialogue is not a real dialogue, which leads to a critical attitude 

towards the state policy. The most important dialogue should have been how religions could stop 

ultranationalism and militarism that lead to war. The Japanese Buddhists had a bias and fear 

towards Christianity for a long time. The state actually used the Buddhists’ fear and 

competitiveness towards Christianity to bring the Buddhists onto the state’s side.  Also unless a 

Buddhist established his own individual self-criticism, the dialogue with the other religions 

would not be successful. Despite these negative reasons, there were three significant 

opportunities for the Japanese Buddhists to gain religious freedom and stop ultranationalism if 
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they worked with Christians. 

 The first opportunity was in 1891, the lese majeste case of Uchimura Kanzō, a Christian 

teacher employed by a public school. He was accused of not-bowing to the emperor’s picture and 

the Imperial Rescript of Education. This incident led to a huge national controversy, “The Clash 

of Education and Religion,” in which nationalists, especially Inoue Tetsujirō, professor of Tokyo 

Imperial University accused Christianity of being anti-kokutai. 

 Further, the Japanese Buddhists, despite persecution by some the kokutai ideologues in 

the beginning of the Meiji era, actually supported Inoue and blamed Christianity as unpatriotic. 

Uchimura’s case was not only about the clash between Christianity and kokutai, but also tension 

between individual and nation, as well as individual religious freedom in the public realm and, 

most importantly, about the relationship between religion and national morality that the Imperial 

Rescript on Education propagated.  This was the critical issue for Buddhism as well. Christians 

were also apologetic, maintaining that Christian faith was not against kokutai. The Buddhists 

also supported the nationalistic morality of Inoue. Both Christians and Buddhists failed to 

convey that religions, especially world religions, are the transcendental entities which must go 

beyond conventional morality. They should have asserted that Buddhism and Christianity as 

world religions contribute to educating Japanese to become worldwide citizens which eventually 

helps the nation’s development. In 1892 kokutai ideology was still in the early stages of 

formation. In fact the Buddhists, especially Shinshū, withdrew from the Great Promulgation 

Campaign in 1875 and had an organizational power to press the state and eventually ended the 

Campaign in 1884 as mentioned in chapter three. If the Buddhists and Christians had worked 

together to convey the significance of religious transcendence beyond national morality, it might 

have had a significant impact on the state and the people, and might have gained religious 
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freedom in the public realm, with a considerable alliance to the Freedom and People’s Rights 

Movement.  

 Second, during the 1920’s after the Great Tokyo Earthquake in 1923 and after the 

Russian revolution, the state tried to control religions for the use of the moral suasion campaign 

by ratifying the Religious Organization Law twice. However they failed to pass it in the Upper 

House twice. At that time, Japanese Buddhists especially True Pure Land Buddhists, were 

against the state’s imposition of all school children’s visitation of Shino shrines outside of the 

school. They worked together with Christians to prevent the law twice from being ratified. 

Certainly, the Taishō democratic resiliency and the mass support still remained at that time. 

However, the motives of Buddhists and Christians alliance were more likely denominational 

self-defense against the state. It did not have a constructive social ethical vision of their 

responsibility to reform the society, or any systematic ideological efforts or movement for 

deconstructing the kokutai ideology. However, this case is noted as the only time Buddhists 

worked with Christians to contest state policy, and can serve as a model for the possible future 

resistance.  

However, when the state persecuted and destroyed the new religions such as Ōmoto-kyō 

in 1936, both Buddhists and Christians supported the state without defending religious freedom 

of the new religions because of a sense of competition with them. The state then realized the 

fragility of religious dialogue and cooperation and eventually succeeded to ratify the Religious 

Organization Law in 1939. All religions came under the state control for the war mobilization. 

Third, there was a slight possibility of stopping ultranationalism by cooperation among 

Buddhists, Christians and new religions when Seno’o Girō established the New Buddhist Youth 

Federation for Revitalizing Buddhism and created anti-fascism and anti-war movements after the 
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Manchurian Incident in 1931. Also Nakagima Shigeru’s Social Christian Youth group was 

working with them. But the Buddhist and Christian main institutions did not support them. If 

they had worked with the new religious movements, it would have had a substantial impact. 

However, the new religious movements were already suspicious about the Buddhist and 

Christian establishment.  

Also the mass sentiment at the grass roots level was gradually inclined to support Japan’s 

military intervention in Manchuria in 1931 and China for the sake of economic survival. In other 

words, the masses sought even more on national tanha (greed or excessive desire or thirst) in 

their new opportunities to gain more lands and resources in Manchuria after the great economic 

depression.  

It was difficult to resist the war after it began, as in Seno’o and Nakajima’s cases.  Once 

war begins, the state knows how to inspire the masses with their native patriotism. Therefore, it 

is more important to eliminate all causes of war before it begins. In other words, it was the 

critical time during 1920’s Taishō and the beginning of Shōwa period, when the state failed twice 

to ratify the Religious Organization Law because of Buddhists and Christians’ dialogue and 

cooperation. Could the Japanese Buddhists have worked with Christians, mass media, new 

middle class intellectuals and professionals and labor leaders, party politicians, to construct a 

critical social ethics and establish religious freedom in the public realm in the legal system in 

order to prevent the future rise of ultranationalism in the 1930’s? 

Moreover, during the Taishō period (1912-26), many democratic opinion leaders such as 

Yoshino Sakuzō, with his view of Minpon-shugi (Imperial Democracy), and Minobe Tatsukichi, 

with his organic theory of the state, namely the emperor is a part of the constitution without 

being a divine figure, were popular and supported the mass democratic movements of the Rice 
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Riots, labor and universal suffrage movements and parliamentary politics. 

Thus, when Buddhists and Christians succeeded in preventing the state from ratifying the 

Religious Organization Law twice in the 1920’s, the Japanese Buddhists could have adopted 

Shakyamuni’s social ethics, and pro-democratic view of the Sangha and the state, as well as his 

visions of an ethical nationalism, war and peace. This would have been possible since many 

Japanese Buddhists studied the Pali Buddhist sutras in the light of the critical historical textual 

work of European scholars which went beyond the Chinese and Japanese Mahayana 

interpretation of Buddhism.  

The Buddhists could also have connected the original Shakyamuni’s pro-democratic 

ideas of the Sangha with Shinran’s Jingi-fuhai, Nichiren’s priority of Dhamma over the emperor, 

and Dōgen’s quest for Shakyamuni without political compromise. They could have created a 

socially engaged Buddhism with its own Buddhist democratic social ethics and the critical 

assessment of kokutai ideology.  For, as suggested in chapter two, kokutai ideology was the 

invention of modern Japanese nationalism which aimed at “Enriching the Nation and 

Strengthening the Army” based on Social Darwinism and national power. This was against the 

core Dhamma of Interdependent Co-Arising.  

New Buddhist Fellowships and later Seno’o Girō tried to return to Shakyamuni’ life and 

thought for the sake of the unity of Buddhism beyond the different Buddhist denominations. 

However, they could have done so more thoroughly during the 1920’s in cooperation with the 

new middle class intellectuals and mass media and labor leaders and the Buddhist laity, before 

ultranationalist movements arose at the grass roots level during the 1930’s.  

Furthermore, this was the turning point of Japanese nationalism in terms of encountering 

“other” Asians, when the Great Tokyo Earthquake occurred on September 1, 1923; 100,000 
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people’s lives were lost, as mentioned in chapter four. The Japanese people hysterically 

massacred thousands of Koreans in Tokyo, instead of repenting for Japanese cruelty in the 

massacre of Koreans during the March First Independence Movement in 1919.  As suggested 

before, Koreans were the first “others” and neighbors to the Japanese. Thus, the way they treated 

Koreans was decisive in determining how the Japanese would treat “other” people and 

civilizations. Though Japan learned of Buddhism and the high cultures of Confucianism and 

Taoism from Korea, Japan annexed Korea in 1905 and killed thousands of Koreans for their 

independence movement in 1919 and at the Tokyo earthquake in 1923.  

The earthquake was a natural phenomenon.  But it was a different story concerning how 

to face it and interpret it. Why didn’t the Japanese Buddhists raise their voices publicly against 

the annexation of Korea in 1905, the smashing of their independence movement in 1919? These 

actions were totally against the Dhamma of Interdependent Co-Arising.  Even when the Great 

Tokyo Earthquake happened in 1923, as there was still considerable free speech under Taishō 

democracy, why did not the Japanese Buddhists stand up saying that this was an opportunity for 

repentance for Japan’s massacre of its neighbors in 1919?  

If the Japanese Buddhists, in cooperation with Christians, new middle class intellectuals, 

professionals, conscientious mass media, labor unions and party politicians, had publicly voiced 

how to treat Koreans and had organized a movement during the 1920’s, they could have 

prevented Japan from craving territorial expansion as a national tanha (excessive desire or thirst 

causing of dukkha) for the Manchurian Incident in 1931and the second Sino-Japan War in 1937 

and eventually the Pacific War in 1941.  But only a few liberal intellectuals such as Yoshino 

Sakuzō and Ishibashi Tanzan and a very few individual Japanese Buddhists voiced such 

sentiments in 1919, but the voices of the majority of Buddhists who were supposed to be 
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following the Dhamma were silent. 

Moreover, after Japanese disillusionment with Wilsonian internationalism due to the 

Anti-Japanese Immigration Act of the U.S. in 1923-4, the Great Depression of 1929, and the 

Manchurian Incident in 1931, major middle class intellectuals together with Japanese Buddhists 

and the masses wanted to revive pan-Asianism and an anti-Western ethos (anti-Christianity). The 

Japanese Buddhists had feared Christianity since the Tokugawa period and they had witnessed 

that Christian missionaries were undermining Buddhism in South Asian countries where British 

and French had colonized. Thus, major Japanese Buddhists eventually became willing supporters 

of ultranationalism and Pan-Buddhist-Asainism for the “Greater East Asian Spheres of Co-

Prosperity” justifying Japan’s military control of Asia.  

It is my proposal that if we carefully examine the core Buddhist teaching of the Dhamma 

which is the Interdependent Co-Arising, one can see it as a deeply dialogical. In other words, the 

Buddhist sees reality as dialogical, not only for human relationships but also for both the world, 

indeed the cosmos. As Swidler often mentions, our existence itself is an ongoing cosmic dance 

with the universe in a dialogical sense.427  This interdependent, interactive and dialogical 

paradigm of the Dhamma inevitably leads the Buddhist to become active in interreligious 

dialogue in his/her own existential quest. 

Furthermore, according to the twin notions of Interdependent Co-Arising that is “Non-

Self” or “Non-Self-Nature,” a Buddhist could avoid any self-glorification or idolization of his 

religion. In other words, for a Buddhist to become a true Buddhist, the Buddhist should not 

consider Buddhism as a fixed permanent ideology or ism. It must constantly negate its 

absolutization at each and every moment. According to its logic, one can say that Buddhism is 
                                                             
427 Leonard Swidler, A Study of Religion in An Age of Global Dialogue (Philadelphia, Temple University Press, 
2000), p. 200. 
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NOT Buddhism, therefore it is Buddhism. As a matter of historical fact, Shakyamuni was 

flexible about which religion one belonged to. Shakyamuni even recommended to someone who 

wanted to join the Sangha that he stay in his religion which was Jainism. It is more important to 

follow the Dhamma which is the Interdependent Co-Arising that leads to the “Non-Self” than 

following one religious institution.  

Thus, for a Buddhist to follow the Dhamma, he/she must love other religious people more 

than he/she loves his/her own Buddhists. A true Buddhist knows how to work together with other 

religious people as a part of broad worldly co-dependency to deal with our common problems 

and issues. 

 

The Problems of Japanese Buddhists’ Trans-national Dialogue 

 

By the same token, I contend that the Buddhist must love the people of other nationalities 

and ethnicities more than he/she loves the people of the same nationality and ethnicity. It is a 

good thing to love one’s nation and ethnicity. If you do not love your nation and people, you 

cannot understand how painful it is if someone or a people lose their lands and nations, having 

been attacked by other nations and ethnicities. However, according to the Dhamma of 

Interdependent Co-Arising and “Non-Self” in terms of its “compassion,” the Buddhist must be 

critical of an excessive attachment to his/her own nationality and ethnicity, as well as attachment 

to its superiority over other nations and ethnicities, which creates national and international 

dukkha.   

According to the significance of the number three in the Buddhist tradition, the Buddhist 
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loves at least three nationalities and ethnicities. For example, I am Japanese, thus, I love Japan 

and Japanese, of course. However in order for me to live in the Dhamma, I must love Chinese 

and Americans more than I love Japanese people. 

Thus, the Buddhist inevitably becomes active in trans-national dialogue. In case of 

Japanese Buddhism, it has lost a significant degree of trans-national dialogue with Indian, 

Chinese, Korean, South Asian and Western Buddhists. Of course, the Japanese Buddhists tried to 

contact other Asian Buddhists after the Meiji Restoration and during World War II in the name 

of Buddhist Pan-Asianism. However, their Pan-Asianism was meant to solidify the Asian 

Buddhists centered on the superiority of modernity of Japanese Buddhism in order to counter 

Western Christianity and imperialism. It was not an attempt by an equally dialogical partner with 

mutual respect and humility to learn from one another. 

 With the exception of Seno’o Girō and a few Japanese Buddhists, most Japanese 

Buddhists did not carefully listen to the Korean and Chinese Buddhists’ sufferings dukkha. 

Rather, the Japanese Buddhists followed kokutai ideology and enjoyed Japan’s expansion over 

Koreans, Manchurians and Chinese. The Japanese Buddhists saw Korean and Chinese Buddhism 

as an object for conquest or an inferior Buddhism, lacking modernity and national patriotism. 

This was a violation of the Dhamma.  

How many Japanese Buddhists opened their minds to listen to the desperate messages of 

Taixu 太虚 (1890-1947 C.E.) a Chinese Buddhist reformer before and during World War II 

when Japan attacked China and the Japanese Buddhists cooperated with it. Taixu wrote to the 

Japanese Buddhists eight times. One of them was “A Letter to Forty Million Buddhists in 

Taiwan, Korea and Japan Concerning the Incident in Mukden in Manchuria,” in October, 1931 

in the magazine Hai chao yin海潮音. Taixu wrote: 
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Japan, although more than a half of its population is Buddhist, is unable to restrain its 
greed and hatred, and is bewildered about the law of causality. The Japanese have 
capriciously started a war and committed crimes of terror forcibly seizing Chinese 
provinces in the northeast…. They have performed the Ten Immoralities and Five Deadly 
Sins in an attempt to destroy the Chinese nations of the five united ethnics.428 
  

Taixu was actually a strong supporter of cooperation between Japanese and Chinese 

Buddhists to reform Chinese Buddhism, as well as for the Buddhist mission in the West. He was 

greatly impressed with Japanese Buddhist modernity and its education system and social 

activism when he visited Japan in 1917 and remained friendly with Japanese Buddhist scholars 

and leaders before Japan’s invasion. Even after Japan’s attack on Manchuria in 1931, Taixu 

wrote and appealed eight times to the Japanese Buddhists’ conscience to rise up against the 

military government. 

However, the main Japanese Buddhist institutions continuously supported the war in 

China. Taixu was eventually disillusioned with Japanese Buddhism and sharply criticized not 

only Japanese Buddhists’ policy but their faith itself. Taixu wrote in 1938, “How can Buddhists 

repent?”: 

There is a prosperous Buddhism in Japan. But it has only forms. What they are actually 
practicing in actions is truly against Buddhism and remains only the name without the 
spirit. The cause of it is that the Japanese Buddhists do not had the true spirit of Dhamma 
by which they must cultivate themselves. They cannot put it into practice in their groups 
and humanity429 

 

 How many Japanese Buddhists could reply to this Taixu’s criticism? If the 

majority of Japanese Buddhists had listened to Taixu and understood Chinese Buddhists’ 

                                                             
428 Taixu, Hai chao yin v.2n.4 (1937):13 quoted by Xue Yu Buddhism, War, and Nationalism, (UK: Routledge, 
2005), pp. 23-5. 
429 Taixu Zenshu, 177 quoted by Sueki, Fumihiko Kindai Nihon to Bukkyo, (Tokyo, Japan: Trans-views, 2008), p. 
308. 
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sufferings dukkha, could Japanese Buddhists have relativized their ultranational expansionism in 

Korea and China and risen up against the military government and stopped it?  

 Nationalism in the kokutai discussion in chapter two, is the idea of an “imagined 

community” which appeals to one’s collective unconscious of the native emotional roots of the 

nation and the ethnicity. Though it was cleverly invented by the modern-nation-state, this notion 

of nationalism has been embedded in the people’s unconscious by repetitive public education 

system and national rituals. 

Ultranationalism is, however, a kind of romantic collectivism and the feelings of native 

solidarity of the national and racial soils, and a uniquely racial communitarianism (Volks-

gemeinschaft).  Especially ultranationalism appealed to angry people, who were excluded from 

the privileges of modern centralization and standardization by the modern bureaucrats, such as 

local farmers, merchants and drop-out youngsters. Some members of these groups were re-

energized by the revolutionary revitalization of the masses’ ressentiment of bourgeois modernity 

and bureaucratization in the name of “overcoming modernity” and “returning to our local soil.” 

Thus, ultranationalistic emotion or vitality cannot be overcome by universal and intellectual 

liberal rationality alone.  Ultranationalists were against any universal ideology of global 

capitalism or international communism. One can see examples; how helpless the liberal 

intellectuals of the Taishō democratic period (1919-23) were against the rise of ultranationlism 

during the 1930-40’s in Japan! How impotent the German liberal intellectuals in the Weimar 

Republic were against the rise of Nazism! 

Despite its anti-modernity and bureaucracy, the state used this ultranationalistic 

emotional boundary by creating the enemy targets of “other” nations or cultures or races in order 

to hate or demonize “others.” That is why religions and religious people are critically important 
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in terms of their constant effort for a trans-national dialogue in order to counter romantic and 

emotional ultranationalism.   

  Religion is not a universal abstract ideology. Religion can provide much higher emotion 

about the humanity and the cosmic solidarity, such as agape (divine love) or karuna 

(compassion) beyond nationalism. However, religion starts from the concrete local association 

with local people through their daily local pastoral ministry.  Ultranationalism also focuses the 

native localism as its emotional soil.  This is the emotional battle between religious trans-

nationalism and ultra-nationalism. How much more strongly the Japanese Buddhists, who had a 

rich trans-national solidarity, dealt with local people in their daily lives or ultranationalists dealt 

with the local people with their hatred messages and emotions. However, tragically, most 

Japanese Buddhists emotionally yielded to ultranationalism and supported it instead of 

conveying trans-national compassion to the local people.  

Victoria always recommends watching the French film Joyeux Noel (Merry Christmas in 

English) that is about a momentous event which changed the lives of soldiers from France, 

Germany and England on Christmas Eve in 1914 on a World War I battlefield.430 This amazing 

event stopped fighting by three countries’ soldiers on Christmas Eve and celebrated it.  However, 

if such a trans-national emotional solidarity as Christians had been made before the war, could 

trans-national Christian solidarity have prevented the war?  In other words, if French, German 

and English Christians had made a constant effort at trans-national dialogue and emotional 

solidarity or fraternity for world peace and brought them in the local levels, the Christians in 

each nation could have resisted their own national government and nationalism and stopped the 

war. 

                                                             
430 Brian Daizen Victoria recommended it to me in 2011. I was very much moved by this film. This film was created 
in 2005 and nominated for Academy Award & Golden Globe for best foreign film 
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If the Japanese Buddhists had made a constant effort toward a trans-national dialogue, an 

emotional Buddhist solidarity with Korean, Chinese, Indian and Western Buddhists, as disciples 

of Shakyamuni, and had carried their emotional fruits into the local congregations, the Japanese 

Buddhists could not have overlooked the sufferings, dukkha, of Chinese and Korean Buddhist 

brothers. If so, the Japanese Buddhists could have fought and resisted their own government to 

stop the invasion of Asia and the war. This sounds very optimistic or naive. However, it is still a 

critical issue which we cannot ignore.  

In the facts of Japanese history, when the emperors were Buddhists before the Meiji 

Restoration in 1868, Japan did not attack China and Korea except one leader (not emperor) 

Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1536-1598 C.E.) who invaded Korea in 1592-8.431 Hideyoshi became the 

most powerful leader from the peasant class and believed only in power and asked the people to 

worship himself as kami and hated Buddhism.432 Rather, Japan was attacked twice by Kublai 

Khan of the Yuan Empire from the Chinese continent in 1274 C.E. and 1281 C.E. when the 

Buddhist monk Nichiren was alive.  Since Prince Shōtoku (572-622 C.E.), Japanese emperors, 

nobles, samurai and even peasants believed in Buddhism and they somehow respected Korea and 

China through which Japanese learned of Buddhism. In fact, many Japanese Buddhist monks and 

scholars visited Korea and China and learned of Buddhism, as well as many Korean and Chinese 

Buddhist scholars were invited to Japan. Even though it was often interrupted, there was a 

moderate Buddhist trans-national dialogue among Japanese, Korean and Chinese Buddhists. 

However, in the nineteenth century, in the desperate need for the establishment of the 

modern-nation-state due to the threat of Western imperialism, the Japanese state had to erase the 

                                                             
431 Many Japanese private pirates, Wakō 倭寇 of the Middle Ages attacked on Chinese and Korean coasts.  
432Toyotomi Hideyoshi became a Kanpaku関白 (a senior regent, or the chief advisor to the emperor) in 1585, but he 
did not receive the title Shōgun. 
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Buddhist trans-national dialogue and it then invented the national ideology of kokutai and State 

Shinto in 1868. The Meiji state destroyed all Buddhist facilities in the emperor’s palace (the 

Meiji emperor was a sixteen years old boy and had no idea what was going on) and one third of 

Buddhist temples in the nation were destroyed. The Meiji state forced the separation of 

Buddhism and Shinto all over Japan at that time as mentioned in chapter two. A genuine 

Buddhist trans-national dialogue was lost. The Japanese modern nationalism eventually led to its 

imperialism and colonialism with the military aggression against Korea and China. The Japanese 

Buddhists especially lost genuine dialogue with Southern Asian Buddhists, whom Japanese 

Buddhists thought inferior in terms of a lack of modernity and Japanese pride of Mahayana 

Buddhism (the greater vehicle).  This was a significant loss for the Japanese Buddhists and their 

opportunity to examine Japanese Buddhism from the original Pali canon and the early Buddhist 

traditions which still existed in Theravada tradition in South Asia.   

Note should also be taken of the importance of the possibility of women Buddhists’ 

contribution to trans-national dialogue. Women have been excluded from the Buddhist 

leadership. I am convinced that lay women’s trans-national dialogue would be a powerful tool to 

enhance peace and emotional transnational solidarity. This would be one of my future projects.  

Again, to become a Buddhist who lives the Dhamma, he/she must love the people in 

other nationalities and ethnicities even more than he/she loves the people of his/her own 

nationality and ethnicity. Now is the time to restore a genuine trans-national Buddhist dialogue.    
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE 

 

My thesis of the Japanese Buddhists’ war responsibility aims at repentance, especially 

my repentance, including need of a thorough critical examination of them so as not to repeat 

their mistakes.  It is easier to criticize them looking back. However, they have already passed 

away and they cannot repent for what they did. However, I am Japanese and still alive. They live 

in my body and heart even in my historical unconsciousness. I repent on behalf of them for the 

redemption as well as the renewal of Japanese Buddhism. Many of the young Japanese soldiers, 

who were even students, believed that was the right thing to do and volunteered for Kamikaze 

and the battlefield alongside many young Korean students. What did they feel about what they 

did?  Did they know the true reality of the war? How did many Chinese Buddhists and American 

soldiers who died at a young age in the Pacific and the Chinese continent feel?  Without 

repentance for causing their grief, I cannot go forward into the future.   

Due to the lack of materials covering the soldiers who died by these means, I could not 

include more of their information in this thesis. I would like to research more on these soldiers’ 

struggles in the future. 

Generally speaking, the essence of the Japanese defeat was interpreted by many Japanese 

leaders and people as being due to the inferiority of their technology and power to that of the U.S. 

Many said that Japan had the spirit yet lacked sufficient materials and technology in comparison 

to the U.S. This was a totally misleading analysis. Despite its smaller population, less advanced 

technology, and inferior base, Japan ultimately lost because of its spiritual and ethical collapse 
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and destruction. In part this was because, instead of a critical assessment of nationalism, 

Japanese religions, especially Buddhism, submitted to nationalism. In other words, Japanese 

Buddhism did not play a critical role in the public against ultranationalic expansionism.  

Right after the war in 1945, there was a great opportunity for the Japanese to reflect 

critically on the freedom of religion and its social critical and ethical function towards the state. 

Even the emperor Hirohito declared himself to be not of divine origin, Japan was able to 

promulgate a new constitution in which the religious freedom and the abolition of State Shinto 

were guaranteed to abolish its army, navy, and airforce, to revise the authoritarian family system, 

and to alter the ideology and structure of its education system. Yet how many Japanese at the 

citizen level examined the importance of religious freedom and religion’s critical role in 

checking nationalism? Under the U.S. occupation, Japan was able to learn of the U.S.’ 

fundamental philosophical foundations, individuality, and democracy, as well as the importance 

of religious freedom, the separation of church and state, and the public role of religion in society 

by citizens’ efforts not compelled or promoted from above by either Japanese government or the 

U.S. occupational authorities. Also some jailed Japanese individuals who had sought to act on 

these values before the war were released, and began to speak, publish, and organize mass 

movements for popular welfare, democracy, and peace.  

Broadly speaking, in comparison to the Germans, the Japanese people have not yet 

clearly examined and accepted the war responsibility and war crimes as their own. There are 

several reasons behind this: first of all, the Japanese people have tended to consider themselves 

as victims of the war, but not as victimizers of the war against neighboring countries. One of the 

reasons for this was, since the Meiji Restoration, Japanese people did not really have legal and 

constitutional rights as active participants or as responsible citizens in national policy until after 
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the war. German people, however, once had constitutional rights as the people’s sovereignty 

under the Weimar Republic Constitution and they voted for the Nazi Party as responsible 

citizens.433  

Furthermore, Japan is the only nation to experience the Atomic Bomb behind which there 

seemed to be a racial bias. Hence, many Japanese have thought of themselves as victims of 

World War II, ignoring the suffering and atrocities they inflicted on others during military 

campaigns and colonial occupation. This has still been the source of anti-Americanism with an 

admixture of nationalism.  Due to the popularity of Marxist historiography in postwar Japan, due 

to its class struggle analysis, people tended to blame solely the war political leaders, the 

monopoly of Japanese capitalists of zaibatsu (Japanese industrial and financial business 

conglomerates), and the military leaders, but not themselves.434  Of course, criticizing the war 

time leadership must be done. Marxism made a significant contribution to it in postwar Japan.  

Marxism became powerful among academics, in the mass media and unions, and collaborated 

with a humiliated nationalism for anti-Americanism. Marxism tended to see the problem from 

the perspective of class struggle and see religion as less important as the opium of the people and 

the tool of oppression. Thus, the fusion of Marxism with nationalism made it more difficult for 

Japanese to reflect on the cause of the destruction of Japan and other Asian nations from the 

perspectives of religion, religious freedom, and its possible social or political role in checking 

nationalism.  In Germany, the famous “Goldhagen Controversy” occurred in 1990’s; German 

people discussed and argued nationwide why and how the ordinary German citizens became 

“willing executioners” of Hitler’s Holocaust policy in their own terms as Daniel Goldhagen 

                                                             
433 Yasishi Yamaguchi “Futatsu no kuni no gendaishi” Senso sekinin, Sengo sekinin (Tokyo, Japan: Asahi Shinsho, 
1994), p. 239. 
434 The most powerful zaibatsu were Mitsui, Mitsubishi and Sumitomo.  
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pointed out.435 This kind of national discussion has not yet happened among the Japanese people 

even their leaders.436   

Second, The Nuremberg Trial of War Criminals began from December 1945 and ran until 

October 1946. A half year later, The Tokyo Trial of War Criminals by the Allis began in May 

1946 and went until November 1948. There was an important difference in U.S. policy shifting 

towards the Cold-War paradigm. In Nuremberg, war criminals were thoroughly prosecuted, 

however, in the Tokyo trials, 25 A-level war criminals were sentenced but only six were 

executed. The remaining 19 were given amnesty including the later Prime Minister, Kishi 

Shinsuke 岸信介(1896-1987) and many right wing leaders of Sasagawa Ryōichi笹川良一 

(1899-1995) and Kodama Yoshio児玉誉士夫 (1911-84). Most importantly, the emperor 

Hirohito was not included in the Trial, even though the war was fought in the name of Hirohito.  

Hirohito even did not resign after the war!  The GHQ eventually intended to keep the order in 

Japan by using Hirohito. This was done to protect Japan from the communist revolutions of 

China, North Korea, weaken the Japanese Communist Party, and to make Japan the fortress of 

anti-communism for the U.S. Cold-War policy.437  

Third, even though Japan’s aggression in war began in Manchuria in 1931 and China in 

1937 before Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor in December 11th 1941, the war against U.S. was 

overemphasized due to the defeat by the U.S., and its occupation, thus, this war was called, “The 

Pacific War” without serious consideration of the Fifteen Years War in China and Manchuria. 

This was one of the reasons for the Japanese people not to consider themselves as victimizers of 

Asian people.  

                                                             
435 Daniel Goldhagen Hitler’s Willing Executioners: ordinary Germans and the Holocaust (NY. NY: Vintage, 1997).   
436 Yamaguchi, Sengo, pp. 247-8. 
437 Ibid., p. 250. 



  258 

Fourth, due to Japan’s “economic miracle” focusing on the relationship with the U.S. 

economy, the Japanese people became less concerned with the Asian people but considered 

themselves one of the Western advanced powerful economic nations (G7). Also due to the 

economic miracle, Japanese conservative intellectuals began praising the superiority of Japanese 

culture and ethnicity again, the so-called, Nihonjinron 日本人論, without seriously examining 

the Japanese cultural elements contributing to the war crimes. Many of the younger generation 

also became very private and individualistic, enjoying consumer culture, less concerned with the 

nation’s past and the victimization of Asian people by the nation.  

Fifth, China and North Korea became Communist nations, and because of the Korean 

War as well as the Cultural Revolution, they were busy with their own internal problems, and did 

not have enough time and freedom to exchange opinions on what they experienced as war 

victims and discuss them at the citizens’ levels of Japan and China and North Korea until 

recently. Thus not only the war responsibility, but also the post-war responsibility and future 

responsibility must be examined on the citizenry levels.438 

Due to the grace of Japanese religious freedom under the new Constitution, many new 

religions emerged in post-war Japan and have prospered, though traditional Buddhism has 

declined. It is interesting to note that in the pre-war period, new religions arose mainly from 

sectarian Shinto, such as Ōmoto-kyō and Tenri-kyō.  In post-war Japan, many Buddhist groups 

of new religions especially Nichiren Buddhist groups have grown rapidly.    

However, despite their prosperity, and though to many seems already too late, it is urgent 

that Japanese Buddhism, working with Christianity and the new religious groups to reflect and 

“repent” for what the Japanese did as individuals as well as a nation and a religion to their Asian 

neighbors and others in pre-war Japan. This repentance must be the starting point for post-war 
                                                             
438 Ibid., pp. 254-5. 
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Japanese Buddhism and religions.  This also must be the core of interreligious dialogue among 

Buddhism, Christianity and new religions, as well as trans-national dialogue with other Asian 

Buddhists. Then, out of the repentance and dialogues, a religious new social ethics may emerge.  

To foster the discovery of Japanese crimes in Asia, both the Japanese Buddhists and 

Christians should ask the help of Buddhists and Christians in China, Korea and other Asian 

nations to find victims of Japanese war crimes and invite them to Japan to let Japanese people 

know their sufferings. Then, the Japanese Buddhists, Christians and new religious groups should 

work together to build the War Museum in Japan in which the reality of “comfort women,” 

“forced labors” and “Japanese massacres” during the war must be exhibited forever for our 

national remembrance of our individuals and national mistakes for our national as well as 

individual repentance. Only then, there will be a new birth of Japanese Buddhism actualizing the 

Dhamma of Interdependent Co-Arising. 

If the Japanese Buddhists undertake a self-critical examination of their involvement in 

World War II (holy war) and repent, it would set up a good example of self-criticism of religion 

and nationalism.  It could certainly help the current Islamic people’s struggles for democracy, 

nationalism and holy war. Also in case of China’s nationalistic expansionism, it resembles the 

Japan of 1930-40’s. In the name of nationalism and social harmony, religious freedom was 

limited to the inner private realm, but its public role in checking nationalism was suppressed. 

Tibetan Buddhism, Falun Gong and house Christian churches cried out for their freedom. 

Therefore the self-critical examination of the rise and fall of the Japanese empire in terms of 

religion, religious freedom and ultranationalism might help Chinese religions and intellectuals as 

well as other cases involving religion, nationalism and war. 
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I hope my thesis will contribute to promoting discussion about this issue in the 

interreligious and trans-national dialogical fashions.  

 
  



  261 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
 
Akazawa, Shiro (1985). Kindai Nihon no Shisōdōitin to Shukyōtōsei,.Tokyo:  

Azekura Shobo.  
 
Anderson, Benedict (2006). The Imagined Communities. New York: Verso. 
 
Bix, Herbert (2001). Hirohito and the making of modern Japan. New York:  

Perennial. 
 
___________ (2002). Shōwa Tennō (I, II). Trans./Ed. Yoshida Hiroshi. Tokyo:  

Kodansha. 
 
Bourdieu, Pierre (1991). Language and Symbolic Power. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 
 
Chan, Wing-Tsit (1963). A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy. Princeton: Princeton University 

Press. 
 
Daitō, Hitoshi (2008). Sensō ha zaiakudearu: Hansen Sōryo Tekenaka Shougen no hankotsu. 

Nagoya, Japan: Fubaisha. 
 
De-Bary, T., and Gluck, C. (2006). Sources of Japanese Tradition Part 2 New. York: Columbia 

University Press. 
 

Dickinson, Frederick (2009). Taisho Tenno. Tokyo: Mineruva Shobo. 
 
Earhart, H. Byron (2004). Japanese Religion. Belmont: Thomson Wadsworth. 
 
Eizawa, Koji (2002). Kindai Nihon no Bukkyoka to Senso. Tokyo: Senshu University Press. 
 
Fujii, Takeshi (2000). Kindai Nippon to Bukkyo:Kokka to Bukkyo “Shimaji Mokurai no Sankyo 

Hihan” Tokyo: Heibonsha. 
                                                                                                          

Fukushima, Eiju (2006). “Nihonteki-kyōyō to Buddhists during the1930’s: Akegarasu Haya to 
 Kikishinwa no sekai” Kikan-Nihon-Shisōshi vol.69. Tokyo: Perikansha. 
 

Fukushima, Kazuto (1995). Shinranshisō. Kyoto: Hōzōkan. 
 
Foucault, Michel (1974). Discipline and Punish, New York: Pantheon. 
 
___________ (1972). The Archeology of Knowledge. New York: Pantheon. 
 
Fujitani, Takashi (1998). The Splendid Monarch. Berkeley: The University of California Press. 
 
Garon, Sheldon (1997). Molding Japanese Minds. New Jersey: Princeton University  



  262 

Press. 
 
Gluck, Carol (1985). The Japan’s Modern Myth. New Jersey: Princeton University Press. 
 
__________(1978). “The People in History,” Journal of Asian Studies vol.38, ni.1.   
 
Gordon, Andrew (1991). Labor and Imperial Democracy in Prewar Japan. Berkeley: The 

University of California Press. 
 
Hakamaya, Noriaki (1989).  Hihan Bukkyo. Tokyo: Daizoshupansha. 
 
Hane, Mikiso (1986). Modern Japan: A historical survey. New York: Westview Press. 
 
Hara, Takeshi (2000). Taisho Tenno. Tokyo: Asahi Sensho. 
 
Hardacre, Helen (1991). Shinto and State. New Jersey: Princeton University Press. 
 
__________  (1989). Kurozumikyo and the New Religions of Japan, New Jersey: Princeton 

University Press,  
 
Harvey, Peter (1990). An Introduction to Buddhism. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
_________(2000). An Introduction to Buddhist Ethics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Hashikawa, Bunzo (1993). Showa Nationalism no Shiso. Nagoya: University Press Nagoya. 
 
Heisig, James (1994). Rude Awakenings. Ed. Moraldo, John. Honolulu: University of Hawaii 

Press. 
 
Hirose, Akira (1970). Wakaki Kyūdōsha no Nikki. Tokyo: Yayoishobō.   
 
Hu, Hsiao-Lan (2008). Participatory Peacemaking. PhD. Dissertation, Philadelphia: Temple  
 University. 

 
Inagaki, Masami (1994). “Buddha o seoite gaito he”, Nippon Heiwa Taikei 14, Tokyo: Nippon 

Tossho Center. 
 
Ienaga, Saburo (1975). The Pacific War. New York: Pantheon Books. 
 
Ikeda, Gyōshin (1997). Shinshū Kyōdan no Shisō to Kōdō. Kyoto, Japan: Hōzōkan. 
 
Iriye, Akira (1974). “The Failure of Economic Expansionism:1918-1931.” Ed. 

Silberman&Harootunian Japan in Crisis Essays on Taisho Democracy. New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press. 

 
Irokawa, Daikichi (1985). The Culture of the Meiji Period. New Jersey: Princeton University 



  263 

Press. 
 
______________ (2002). Iwanami-Koza:Kindai Nihon no Bunkashi:Souryoku-sen to Chi to 
Seido. Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten. 
 
Jaffe, Richard (2001). Neither Monk nor Layman; Clerical Marriage in Modern Japanese  

Buddhism Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press.   
 
______________ (2011). “Japanese religions and empire,” Journal of Japanese Religious  

Studies, Nagoya: Nanzan Research Institute. 
 
Jerryson, Michael (2010). Buddhist Warfare, Ed. Juergensmeyer, Mark. New York: Oxford  

University Press. 
 
Kano, Masanao (1973). Taisho Democracy no Teiryu, Tokyo: NHK Books 192. 
 
Kamei, Hiroshi (1998). Shinran to Senso o Itamu 親鸞と戦争を痛む. Tokyo: Daihorinkaku.   
 
Kawase, Takaya (2009). Shokuminchi Chosen no Shūkyo to Gakuchi Seikyusha. Tokyo.   
 
Kawamura, Kunimutsu (1986). ‘Rei to Kindai’ Taikei Bukkyo to Nihonjin No. 11. Tokyo:  

Shsunjusha. 
 
Ketelaar, James (1990). Of Heretics and Martyrs in Meiji Japan. New Jersey: Princeton  

University Press. 
 
 (2009). Kikan-Nihon-Shisō-Shi “Kindai Bukkyo” vol.75. Tokyo: Perikan-Sha. 
 
Locke, John(1980). Second Treatise of Government. Indiana: Hackett Publisher. 
 
Maruyama, Masao (1963). Thought and Behavior of Modern Japanese Politics. New York:  
  Oxford University Press. 
 
______________ (1974) Studies in the Intellectual History of Tokugawa Japan. New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press. 
 
Matsumoto, Shiro (1989). Engi to Kū. Tokyo: Daizo Shuppansha. 
 
Mukhopadhyana, Ranjana (2005). Shakkaisanka no Bukkyo. Tokyo: Toshindo. 
 
Murakami, Shigeyoshi (1973). Deguchi Onizaburo. Tokyo: Shin-jinbutsu-ōrai-sha. 
 
______________ (2007). Shinshukyo. Tokyo: Iwanami Gedaibunko. 
 
Najita &Harootunian H. “Japanese revolt against West,” Cambridge History of Japan, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991.  



  264 

 
Nakamura, Hajime. Gautama Buddha no Shogai. Tokyo, Shunjusha, 1999.  
 
___________ (1999). Genshi Bukkyo no Shiso I. Tokyo: Shunjusha. 
 
___________ (1999). Genshi Bukkyo no Shino II. Tokyo: Shunjusha. 
 
__________ (1999). Genshi Bukkyo no Shakai Shiso. Tokyo: Shunjusha.    
 
Nakano, Noriatsu (1976). Tenno-sei to shokuminchi dendo. Tokyo: Kokushokankokai. 
 
Nishida , Kitaro (1990). An Inquiry Into Goodness. New Haven: Yale University Press. 
 
_____________ (1960). Zen no Kenkyu. Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten. 
 
_____________ (1996). Nishida Kitaro Tetsugaku Ronshu I, II, III. Ed. Ueda, Shizuteru. Tokyo: 

Iwanamibunko. 
 
Okimoto, D.& Duus, P. “Fascism and History of Pre-War Japan,” Journal of Asian Studies, 1979.  
 
Ōtani, Eiichi (2001). Kindai Nihon no Nichirenshugi-undo. Kyoto: Hōzoukan. 
 
_________(2001). “Nichiren-shugi, Tenno, Asia” Shisō No.943. Tokyo, Japan: Iwanami Shoten. 
 
___________(2012). Kindai Bukkyo no Shiza: Tennō, Asia, Sensō. Tokyo: Perikansha. 
 
Park, Pori (2009). Trial and Error in Modernist Reforms, Berkeley: Korea Research Monograph  

34, University of California, Institute of East Asia. 
 
Raines, John (1990). Natural History of Resistance. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 
 
Rahula Walpola (1959). What the Buddha Taught. New York: Grove Press. 
 
Rey, Terry (2007). Bourdieu on Religion. London: Equinox Publishing. 
 
Roy, David (2003). The Great Awakening. Boston: Wisdom Publisher. 
 
Said, Edward (1979). Orientalism. New York: Vintage.  
 
____________ (1990)Culture and Imperialism. New York: Vintage.  
 
Sawada, Janine (1993). Confucian Values and Popular Zen. Honolulu: University of Hawaii. 
 
____________ (2004). Practical Pursuits. Honolulu: University of Hawaii. 
 
Seno’o, Girō (1975). Seno’o Giro Nikki. Tokyo: Kokushokankokai.  



  265 

 
Scott, James (1998). Seeing like A State. New Haven: Yale University Press. 
 
                       (1991). Domination and the Art of Resistance. New Haven: Yale University Press.  
 
Shigaraki, Takamaro (1976). Senji-ka-no Nihon Bukkyo: Shinshu no Seiten-sakujo mondai.   

Tokyo, Japan: Kokusho-kanko-kai. 
 
Shillony, Ben-Ami (1973). Revolt in Japan: The young officers and the February 26, 1936  

Incident New Jersey: Princeton University Press. 
 
Shimamura, Teru (2002). “Gunshū, Minshū, and Taishū,” Henseisareru Nationalism in Iwanami  

Koza: Kindai Nihon no Bunkashi. Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten. 
 
Shimazono, Susumu (2002). “Kokka Shinto to Messianism” Tennō to ōken o kangaeru 4. Tokyo: 

Iwanmishoten. 
 
                       (2010). Kokka Shonto to Nihonjin. Tokyo: Iwanamishinsho. 
 
                       (2002). Shisō. Bukkyo/Kindai/Asia, No. 943, Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten. 
 
                       (2010). Kankoku-heigo 100 nen o tou No. 1029, Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten 
 
Stalker, Nancy (2008). Prophet Motive: Deguchi Onizaburo, Oomoto. Honolulu:  

University of Hawaii Press. 
 
Stone, Jacqueline (1999). Original Enlightenment and the Transformation of  

Medieval Japanese Buddhism, Honolulu: The University of Hawaii Pres. 
 
Sueki, Fumihiko (2004). Meiji Shisoka-Ron. Tokyo: Trans-review. 
 
__________ (2004). Kindai Nihon to Bukkyo. Tokyo: Trans-review. 
 
__________ (2010). Nihon no shiso Saiko 3. Tokyo: Trans-review. 
 
__________ (2006). Bukkyo to Rinri, Tokyo: Chikumashinsho. 
 
Suzuki, Daisetsu Teitaro (2002). Suziki Daisetsu Zenshu,Vol.32. Tokyo: Iwanamishoten. 
 
Swidler, Leonard (2000). Studies of Religion at an Age of Global Dialogue. Philadelphia:  

Temple University Press. 
 
Takahashi, Tetsuya (2005). Yasukuni-mondai. Tokyo: Chikuma Shinsho. 
 
Takayama, Chogyū (1898). Kokumin Seishin no Toitsu (Unification of National Mind: The  

ImperialConstitution, the Rescript and Japanism) Takayama Chogyu Zenshu Number 4 in  



  266 

July Tokyo: Chikumashobo. 
 
Tamamuro, Fumio (1977). Shinbutsu Bunri. Tokyo: Kyoikusha-shuppan. 
 
____________ (1972). Kinsei no Chikashinko, Tokyo: Hyoron-sha. 
 
____________(1969). Edo bakufu no Shukyotousei Hyoron-sha. Tokyo. 
 
Tani, Tadashi (1996). Mujo no Tetsugaku, Tokyo: Shunjusha.  
 
Thelle, R. Notto (1987). Buddhism and Christianity in Japan. Honolulu: University of Hawaii  

Press. 
 
Tsushiro, Hirobumi (2002). “Oomoto-reigaku to Nichiren-shugi,” Kindai Nihon no Bunkashi  

No. 5, Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten. 
 
Victoria, Daizen Brian (2006). Zen at War. London: Rowan & Littlefield. 
 
__________________(2003). Zen War Stories. London: Routledge Curzen. 
 
__________________Zen to Senso, A. Tsujimoto translation, Tokyo: Kojinsha, 2001 
 
Wright, Arthur F (1959). Buddhism in Chinese History. Stanford: Stanford University Press. 
 
Yamaguchi, Yasuo (2006). Fascism, Tokyo. Japan: Iwanami Gendai Bunko. 
 
Yasumaru, Yoshio (1989). Kindai Bukkyo no Henshitsu to Tenkan. Tokyo: Shunju-sha. 
 
_______________(2006). Kamigami no Meiji Ishin, Tokyo, Japan: Iwanami Shoten. 
 
_______________ (1992). Kindai Tenno-zo no Keisei,Tokyo, Japan: Iwanami Shoten. 
 
_______________ (1999). Nihon no Kindai to Minshu-shiso, Tokyo: Heibon-sha.  
 
_______________ (1997). Deguchi Nao , Tokyo, Japan: Asahi Sensho. 
 
_______________ (2002). Tennō to ōken o kangaeru: shūkyo to keni,vol. 4, Tokyo: 

Iwanamishoten. 
 
Yoshida, Kyuichi (1959). Nihon-Kindai-Bukkyoshi-Kenkyu. Tokyo: Yoshikawa Kobunsha. 
 
____________ (2002). Nihon no Guntai. Tokyo:  Iwanami Shinsho. 
 
Young, Louise (1999). Japan’s Total Empire. Berkeley: University of California  

Press. 
 



  267 

Yu, Xue (2005). Buddhism, War, and Nationalism, New York: Routledge. 
 


