“A Note from A Rural Town in America”;
The Young Suzuki Daisetsu and
the Significance of Religious Experience

MORIYA TOMOE

HIS short article deals with essays of Suzuki Daisetsu (1870-

1966) in a Japanese Buddhist journal, Shin Bukkyo IJHA® (New Bud-
dhism; published from 1900 to 1915), which he wrote while in America and
after his return to Japan. As is widely known, in 1897, Suzuki sailed to the
United States to work at the Open Court publishing company in LaSalle,
Ilinois. Until returning to Japan via Europe in 1909, he spent most of his time
working there, while writing essays and books in English. Owing to this over-
seas experience, it was inevitable that his ideas shifted from time to time,
revealing his flexibility as well. A series of essays in Japanese, aside from
English works, reveal how this transnational experience influenced him and
what he considered to be religiously and philosophically interesting to share
with Japanese Buddhists, as well as what he observed in his home country
after having lived overseas for more than a decade.

Suzuki's Choice ofthe New Buddhist Movement

The historian Yoshida Kyuichi scrutinizes two important Buddhist move-
ments in the late Meiji (1868- 1912) and early Taisho (1912-1926) periods,

* All the translations for Suzuki’s Japanese essays in this article are the author’s unless
stated otherwise.
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namely Shin Bukkyd, composed of several young lay Buddhists from various
denominations who founded the Shin Bukkyoto Doshikai

(New Buddhist Society), and Seishin-shugi of the Kokodo

which was led by a Pure Land Buddhist philosopher and priest, Kiyozawa
Manshi (1863-1903).1 While the former movement had mission
statements claiming rationalist, non-sectarian, and lay-oriented religious con-
victions that attributed to the modem, scientific age,? the latter emphasized
an introspective approach to religious awakening that transcended secular
morality by fully entrusting oneselfto Other Power of Amida Buddha, which
created some arguments between the two parties concerned.3 Hashimoto Mineo
compares Suzuki with Kiyozawa in order to evaluate the former’s reisei Stt
and the latter’s seishin jWW respectively as two models of “reconceptualiza-
tion of Buddhism in the modem age.”4 While acknowledging Hashimoto’s
philosophical examination ofthe two as well as Suzuki’s evaluation ofKiyozawa
later in his life, | should like to point out that unlike the Kyoto School philoso-
pher and Suzuki’s friend, Nishida Kitaro (1870-1945), the young
Suzuki never contributed essays to Seishinkai (Spiritual World), a
monthlyjournal ofthe Kokodo.5 As | have stated elsewhere, on the other hand,
Shin Bukkyd contained Suzuki’s writings almost from the beginning to the
end.6 Therefore, the questions, which are raised in this paper are: what made
Suzuki choose to be part ofthe New Buddhist Society, and what constructed
a consistent theme in the making of his religious thoughts?

! Yoshida 1959. For more on Seishin-shugi in English, see articles featuring Kiyozawa in
The Eastern Buddhist 35 (2003).

2 The mission statements can be summarized as: 1) keeping a “sound Buddhist faith,” 2)
promoting “sound faith, knowledge, and morality, and work for the radical reform ofsociety,”
3) advocating “free discussion on Buddhism and other religions,” 4) anticipating the “exter-
mination of all superstition,” 5) not recognizing “traditional religious systems and cere-
monies,” and 6) rejecting “all sorts of political protection and intervention.” For more on the
New Buddhist movement in English, see Thelle 1987 (my translation here is slightly modified
from his version).

3 Yoshida (1959) points out that a leading New Buddhist, Sakaino Koyd (1871-
1933), respected Kiyozawa’s stance as can be found in his obituary in 1903.

4 Hashimoto 1984, p. 10; Hashimoto 2005, p. 10.

5 Note that Suzuki began with his disapproval of seishin in his introduction to Nihonteki
reisei H JfcKlsSte (Japanese Spirituality), though the book came out in 1944, when the context
ofthe term had been twisted significantly. See Nihonteki reisei in SDZ 8, pp. 17-23; Suzuki
1988, pp. 11-16. For more on his arguments on seishin, see Maraldo 1994.

6 Moriya 2005.
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One possible answer to the first question was his acquaintance with
Sugimura Sojinkan (a.k.a. Sugimura Kotaro or Juo
1872-1945), an Asahi Newspaper journalist and one of the founding mem-
bers ofthe Society,7 but let us first examine what Suzuki discussed in the jour-
nal. His first essay, “ljin no shutsugen” ItAOtHIS (The Advent of a Great
Figure), suggested that readers should look at Jesus and Siddhartha “with a
light of science and reason,”8 in order to eliminate superstitions surrounding
these religious founders.

Religion originally has a subjective character and hence, there is no
need for worshipping a man-god or advent of the saints. ... | am
not so convinced ofmaking a fuss about saints or great figures while
abandoning one’s own efforts to achieve enlightenment.9

For Suzuki, religion was supposed to allow an individual to pursue one’s own
way to spiritual awakening without man-made regulations and more impor-
tantly, the pursuit should follow reasonably understandable teachings. His
criticism, in this sense, was aimed at established religion with *““superstitious
elements” that would constrain its followers as to worship anything uncriti-
cally, which was basically the recurrent theme in his discourses in the said
journal.

Meanwhile, by critically commenting on what Murakami Sensho
(1851-1929) recommended to the New Buddhist Society, Suzuki clarified
that the members would not be interested in unifying their ideas into a single
dogma.l0 He also emphasized that the Society would not need a temple-like
building to conduct ceremonies but a place to hold public lectures or to get
together in order to exchange ideas with one another.ll His criticism of estab-
lished religion was aimed at Christianity as well, because he saw nearby churches
as places, in which only to *“socialize” without much religious meaning.12

7 Suzuki to Shaku Soen AAA, 9 August 1900, in SDZ 36, p. 194. It is worth noting that
Suzuki was also acquainted with Furukawa Isamu A'i'TA (a.k.a. Furukawa Rosen ~Jl|, 1871—
1899), an editor of Bukkyd (a forerunner of Shin Bukkyo) and one of the original members of
the Hanseikai mAA, a precursor of the New Buddhist Society. Suzuki 1902b, p. 229; Zoku
keii 6 1903.

8 Suzuki 1900a, p. 201.

9 Ibid., p. 201.

10 Suzuki 1901b, p. 183.

11 Ibid., pp. 182-83.

12 Suzuki 1900b, p. 293.
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Suzuki’s choice ofthe New Buddhist Society, in this sense, lay in its objec-
tives for a new, progressive Buddhism without sectarian restrictions.

New Buddhism in a Social Context

Reflecting the social, religious, and philosophical trends of the time, the
majority of essays in Shin Bukkyo dealt with social ethics and morality for
Buddhists, and Suzuki was not an exception. The journal featured such critical
incidents as the Ashio copper-mine poisoning, freedom of speech, the war
effort, the role of Buddhism in society, and so on.

Reporting what he saw and how he felt about American and Japanese soci-
eties from a Buddhist viewpoint, Suzuki demonstrated a model for a Buddhist
social ethics, especially for the laity like himself. Although the titles or topics
did not necessarily refer to Buddhist philosophy or use technical terms, many
ofthem indicated the New Buddhist vision of “radical social change” as found
in its mission statements. This was apparent in Suzuki’s consistent opposi-
tion to the moral principles typified in the Imperial Rescript on Education
(kydiku chokugo SWSjin) throughout his essays, which revealed his liberal
attitude and “critical spirit.”’13 With realistic analysis, on the other hand, he
denounced the destructive temperance campaign in America, seeing that the
rich would find ways to bootleg alcohol, while the poor had no other choice
but to enjoy a drink after a hard day’s work, and noted that “social evil orig-
inates in a deficient social infrastructure, and superficial attacks, however
aggressive, would not end the evil until we see fundamental change in the
foundation of society. God may exist, but cannot intervene in this situation at
all. ... People call America a free country, and it is indeed so compared to
Japan. But where does the liberty exist when the worship of money is over-
whelming and an oppressive religious atmosphere is prevailing, without any
fundamental change in society?”’14

Such depictions of social change appeared often in his essays, to the extent
that he wrote sympathetically about socialism, which could risk one’s life in
Japan at that time.15 As the New Buddhist Society was sympathetic to social-
ists even after some of them had been arrested or executed, it may not be so
surprising to find Suzuki’s claiming, “A faulty society would not distribute
profits and happiness evenly. A faulty society would allow a limited group of

13 Kirita 1996, p. 128.

14 Suzuki 1901c, pp. 204-5.
15 Moriya 2005, pp. 287-89.
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people to earn millions without moving a single finger, while the majority
cannot get a penny even though struggling day and night.”’16 Just before this
statement, he had clarified how religious conviction could be engaged in the
cause of social reform as follows:

[According to the Principles of Western Civilisation by Benjamin
Kidd,] the key to social progress is to enlarge our view in order to
weigh the eternal advantages of a society against its disadvan-
tages. . . . We shall leave the political sphere where we compete in
a rat race, and then enter a religious sphere that brings our mind to
a remote distance. After entering this [religious sphere], we come
back and observe contemporary society. We then immediately
discover that [many] things need radical improvement. ... At any
rate, this present society needs a change. Unless we achieve an equi-
table economic situation, legal equality does not guarantee political
equality in the full sense of the word.17

His wish for an egalitarian society was repeatedly expressed later in Shin
Bukkyd as well, and in a long essay addressed to “wealthy students” after
returning to Japan, for instance, he maintained that the role ofthe elite was to
be considerate of the poor in order to build a fairer society.18

Regardless of the socialist connection of the New Buddhist Society, this
Gakushuin professorld kept contributing to thisjournal, which must have been
quite a challenge for him. What motivated him to side with the Society was
most likely his conviction of compassion expressed in the Four Great Vows
of a Bodhisattva, and his unique interpretation of “socialism” that idealized
a society based upon non-egoistic principles.20 To be more specific, let us
examine how he linked religion and moral action to one another. In sum, he
tried to find a balance between the two: “Religion should be placed apart from
morality,” he argued, because theoretically, “morality will alter while the

16 Suzuki 1903a, p. 182.

17 bid., pp. 182-83.

18 Suzuki 1911.

19 Although his status was “kyoju SH (professor),” he taught at a kotoka (high
school), which cannot be simply regarded as equivalent to university level. Besides, Gakushuin,
as a Peers' School, had a different educational system.

20 Suzuki to Nishida, 21 January 1901, in SDZ 36, p. 209; Suzuki to Nishida, 3 December
1902, in SDZ 36, pp. 224-25. For more on his “socialism,” see Suzuki 190ld and Moriya
2005.
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ultimate ideal of religion is everlasting.”2l While he considered subjective
elements to be the most essential to religion, putting an extra focus on sub-
jectivity would result in losing contact with real life, and therefore he care-
fully avoided falling into *“superstition” by noting that everyday life would
inevitably require us to think relevantly and behave ethically. One may find
here a substantial difference from Kiyozawa’s discourses that degraded sec-
ular morality, and this may be the most crucial point that made Suzuki sidestep
the highly introspective Seishin-shngi. He saw that the otherworldly attitude
ofisolating religion from the world was “the defect in the Eastern religion,”
and that religion should take on a more vital role in society and hence, there
would be no need to reserve a ““special class like clerics.”2?

“Uncommunicable ” Religious Experience

Despite the fact that Suzuki disclosed his views on social change from a Bud-
dhist viewpoint, his works, among other Shin Bukkyd contributors, dealt quite
often with “subjective” aspects of religion, which tended to turn gradually
toward a non-dualistic, intuitive approach to spiritual awakening. His stance
in his youth was, as mentioned earlier, to eliminate “superstitious” elements
in traditional religious practices. A pertinent sentence states, “the essential
core of religion resides outside of science, . . . but whenever the subjective
tendency starts developing, superstitious illusions will cover it up.”23 Consid-
ering the significance ofhis kensho JLI4 experience at Engakuji in Kamakura,
however, it may not be so odd for him to have regarded direct experience as
the most crucial to religion, but as a young intellectual who had worked with
the “rationalist” Paul Carus,24 his earlier discourses depicted a modernist
image of religion.

Meanwhile, he professed in 1905, “As | get older, | come to appreciate
poetry rather than philosophy. | do not like an aggressively argumentative
person who is like a walking skeleton. ... | used to think philosophy could
clarify the questions of life and nature, probably within a few years [ofsearch].
Now, | realize that what | thought to be negative turns out to be positive, and

21 Suzuki 1902c, pp. 418-19.

22 Ibid., p. 420. See Yoshida 1959 for criticism of Seishin-shugi by the New Buddhists. For
more on the historical study ofcontemporaneous lay Buddhistmovements in English, see Ikeda
1998 and Jaffe 2001.

23 Suzuki 1900a, p. 200.

24 Tweed 2000.
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what seemed to be satori comes out as illusion.”25 This reveals that quite a
change had occurred in his perception ofreligion, but what drove him to depart
from a philosophical pursuit ofreligion, and when did the change start to take
place?

In early 1901, he critically introduced Jean-Marie Guyau’s Z/zrre/zgzow de
| "avenir, arguing that this sociological approach would “disrupt, together with
superstition, the essence of religion,” and what was necessary for religious
people was “not to confuse [subjectivity] with the outcome of a rational mind
by enhancing the subjective psychosphere (shukanteki kyogai EKOWS)
over that of the objective sphere [of the material world].”26 A thing worthy
.of note was that Suzuki wrote kyogai as later translating it as “psychos-
phere” or “inner field of consciousness.”?27 Although the terms are pro-
nounced the same in Japanese, the kanji for kyogai in Buddhist terminology
is usually written as roughly meaning an object ofperception or a domain
of cognition. The former means one’s personal circumstances in the course
oflife, which Suzuki used interchangeably. Considering the fact that he used
this term frequently, this twofold interpretation might have exemplified his
perception of locating individual subjectivity in a social context, rather than
an inaccurate usage ofthe Chinese characters.

The shiftto a more subjective approach in his Shin Bukkyo essays increased
from about 1901, when he encountered Albert J. Edmunds, whose influence
has been detailed by Thomas A. Tweed and Yoshinaga Shin’ichi. Both ofthem
have uncovered that this obscure British-American librarian at the Historical
Society of Pennsylvania actually introduced Swedenborgianism to Suzuki.28
The following year saw the publication of The Varieties ofReligious Expe-
rience by William James, and Suzuki was so greatly fascinated by it that he
recommended Nishida to read through the newly published book. Suzuki was

25 Suzuki 1905, pp. 350-51. Though I do not explicate this here, studying his penchant for
American transcendentalist poetry, especially that of Ralph Waldo Emerson, Walt Whitman,
and Henry David Thoreau together with his appreciation of Japanese haiku, should be of great
interest.

26 Suzuki 1901a, pp. 90-91.

27 Suzuki 1959, p. 295. Suzuki wrote that the “psychosphere” was equivalent to cz'Ztagocara.

28 Tweed 2005; Yoshinaga 2005. See also Suzuki 1913. The Japanese translations of
Emanuel Swedenborg by Suzuki were published by the Heigo Shuppansha PHAIHIKIT, a pub-
lishing company closely related to the New Buddhist Society.
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very delighted at James' sympathetic descriptions of religious experience,
which reminded him of his own experience in Kamakura.29

Similarly, his letter to Nishida in 1904 disclosed how he thought about the
significance of such an experience:

Well, what is necessary in the beginning, is an actual experience,
concrete personal experience felt in the deepest recess of our con-
sciousness. This mystic, uncommunicable [sic] experience once
attained, you can give any explanation to it. It may be rational or
critical or psychological or an[y]thing you like. All subjective expe-
riences are generally liable to be construed in any way the subject
likes to have it. . . . Religion is an expression of our innermost con-
sciousness whatever that be.30

Apart from the fact that his letters to Nishida frequently dealt with religious
and philosophical issues, what is apparent in the above is his emphasis on sub-
jective religious experience, instead ofsczewtz/zc analysis. Obviously, religion
was no longer an object of study for him but an “expression” arising from
one’s “innermost consciousness” in order to actually live up to. Once the con-
viction was secured in one’s mind, what was the use of meddling in scholas-
tic discussion, he might have asked.

In addition, he maintained, “Our intuition toward the mystic is the essence
of religion,” and it was “the most excellent feature in Eastern thought,”
compared to the Western one.3l Although a type of Nihonjinron
seemed to emerge (particularly after the time of the Russo-Japanese War,
1904-1905), it appears that Suzuki’s intention was to indicate the outcome
of his overseas experience because “both the beauty and ugliness in [things
Japanese] reveal themselves clearly when viewed from a distance, which may
not be so obvious from inside Japan.”32 What is necessary for the present
study is his balanced stance on encouraging “comparative study,” derived
from his experience and observation, i.e., for Japanese Buddhists to learn

29 Suzuki to Nishida, 23 September 1902, in SDZ 36, p. 222. The influence of American
pragmatism (especially that of James) upon Japanese Buddhists and the Kyoto School philoso-
phers is an interesting topic to study, which | would like to discuss at a later date.

30 Suzuki to Nishida, 19 March 1904, in SDZ 36, pp. 248-49. English in original.

31 Suzuki 1909b, p. 1015. See Maraldo 1994 for Suzuki’s “spiritual nationalism.”

32 Suzuki 1903c, p. 966. For more on Nihonjinron, see Befu 2001.
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about Christianity (and Buddhism for Christians in the West),33 which would
not simply disregard academic achievements but treat them as tools to grasp
a Western perception of Buddhism so as to facilitate a better understanding
of its teachings there.34

Concluding Remarks

As his interests in Buddhist social ethics increased, Suzuki came to realize
the importance ofwhat he called kydgai or “psychosphere” as the foundation
of such an ethical practice and hence, his two-way interpretation of it might
have resulted in the following points: 1) the significance of individual reli-
gious experience through mystic intuition, and 2) recognition of one’s actual
situation by observing the surrounding society and realizing various circum-
stances in the course of life. While social ethics and mystic intuition are
usually discussed separately, he did not draw a clear distinction between the
two. In this sense, the logic of relating subjective kydgai non-dualistically
with circumstantial kydgai might have been that the “mystic, uncommunica-
ble experience” would emancipate our minds, so why not our society in which
we live now as well?

As circumstantial kyogai ironically signifies, modem Japanese history at
that time displayed an intolerance for freedom ofreligion. Under such restric-
tions, how could his subjective intuition be related to social ethics? In order
to discover an appropriate answer, just as he emphasized “actual experience,”
it is worthwhile to take into account his lifelong practices from a historical
setting as well. The young Suzuki, in this sense, repeated the term kydgai in
the context of not only a personal, mystic intuition but also in those of cul-
tural or social circumstances. Examining the logic of a Buddhist social ethics
through the young Suzuki’s discourses on intuitive religious experience, |
believe, is the key to unveiling the complex structure of his religious ideas.

ABBREVIATION

SDZ Suzuki Daisetsu zenshu jp/kAJHiIAM. Hisamatsu Shin’ichi , Yamaguchi
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33 Suzuki 1903c, p. 966.
34 Suzuki 1909a.
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