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DURING the Meiji era, many Buddhist thinkers struggled to discover a pris­
tine essence in Buddhism that could resolve sectarian divisions and lay 

the foundation for a modem form of Buddhist thought. Two men who are rep­
resentative of this trend in Meiji-period Buddhist scholarship are Inoue Enryo 
#±F3T (1858-1919) and Murakami Sensho (1851-1929). Both
sought to promote Buddhism as a form of religious thought that went beyond 
the boundaries of sectarianism. In his Bukkyd katsuron joron (An
Introduction to the Vitalization of Buddhism), which was published in 1887, 
Inoue attempted to show the significance of Buddhist thought for Japanese 
culture and society, focusing on the rational and modem aspects of the 
Buddhist teachings. In 1901, Murakami published the first volume of his 
Bukkyd toitsuron (On the Unification of Buddhism) in which he
clarified the historical lineage of the Buddhist teachings and tried to find a 
common essence within the diversity of Buddhist thought.

Both authors similarly attempt to clarify the essential teachings of 
Buddhism and highlight their meaning for modem Japanese culture and soci­
ety. However, with regard to on what form of Buddhism a modem Buddhism 
should be based, their arguments draw completely different conclusions. 
Although Inoue believed Mahayana to be the supreme form of Buddhist 
thought, Murakami claimed that Mahayana teachings had no intimate con­
nection with the original teachings of Sakyamuni Buddha. In this paper, I will 
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investigate what caused these differences and how these two men sought to 
justify their cases.

Inoue Enryd ’s Argument for Revitalization:
Working toward a Modern Buddhism

Inoue, well known as the founder of Toyo University, was bom as a son of a 
Shin Buddhist priest in 1858 and studied at Tokyo Imperial University. He 
published Shinri konshin (The Truth of the Golden Needle) in 1886,
and it became a best-seller at that time. In the text, Inoue criticized the teach­
ings of Christianity as being irrational and emphasized the modem and ratio­
nal aspects of Buddhist thought. In the course of his life, he published a great 
number of books in which he attempted to systematize the Buddhist teach­
ings as a contemporary form of religious thought.

As an educator, he established the Tetsugakkan UTT'g (The Academy of 
Philosophy; present-day Toyo University) in 1887. In 1903, the Tetsugakkan 
was re-established as a private university and Inoue became its first president. 
He was a distinguished public speaker, giving numerous lectures at his uni­
versity and around the country (and even outside Japan). When he passed 
away in 1919, he was on his way to lecture in China. Inoue also established 
a temple named Tetsugakudo (The Hall of Philosophy) in 1904 to com­
memorate the establishment of the Tetsugakkan. There, he enshrined images 
of Socrates, Kant, Confucius, and Sakyamuni as the four sages. He later added 
other buildings and constructed a theme park where one could actually expe­
rience universal truth through visualizing these constructions. Inoue orga­
nized the Shushin Kyokai Undo (The Moral Church Movement)
as a nationwide enlightenment movement with the Tetsugakudo as its head­
quarters. It is hard to categorize the movements he started during his life as 
being only religious ones, but Buddhist philosophy was always at the center 
of his unique activities.1

1 On Inoue’s activities, see Okada 2004 and Okada 2005.

In his Bukkyd katsuron joron, Inoue advocated the revision of Buddhism 
according to the principles of modem philosophy. In the foreword to this 
work, Inoue wrote that he began his quest for truth from a young age, study­
ing the teachings of Buddhism, Confucianism, Christianity, and Western 
learning. However, finding no deep truths in any religious tradition, he started 
studying the theories of philosophy wholeheartedly.
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The truth that I have sought for over ten years was not found in the 
teachings of Confucianism and Buddhism, nor in the teachings of 
Christianity, but only in the theories of philosophy lectured about 
in the West.2

2 Inoue 1887, p. 18.
3 Ibid,pp. 18-19.
4 Ibid., p. 22.

Inoue examined the teachings of the various religious traditions through the 
modem “philosophical eye” (tetsugen §Bg) and concluded that only Buddhist 
teachings could hold up to the “philosophical reason” (tetsuri of mod­
em philosophy:

I found the bright moonlight of truth only in the realm of philoso­
phy. I then proceeded to examine the teachings of traditional reli­
gions. It was clear that the teachings of Christianity had no truth. I 
could also easily verify that the teachings of Confucianism had no 
truth—only the teachings of Buddhism were in accord with philo­
sophical reason.3

Inoue emphasized the supremacy of Japanese Buddhist thought, regarding 
the comprehensive teachings of Japanese Buddhism as the most evolved form. 
Buddhism had already disappeared in India, its “mother country” (hongoku 
^B), and had declined in China. Only the Buddhist tradition in Japan had 
reached “the deep truth of Mahayana teachings.” Only this most matured form 
of Buddhism could hold up to modem “philosophical reason”:

Buddhism in modem Japan is Japanese Buddhism. It is a unique 
product of the Japanese culture and society. We should further cul­
tivate and spread it to foreign countries.4

Inoue classified religion into two categories: “intellectual” religion and 
“emotional” religion. He wrote that only Japanese Buddhism could satisfy 
both the demands of the intellect and the emotions. He believed that only 
Buddhist thought that opens the way to truth (Skt. tathata.', Jp. shinnyo Mf®) 
by teaching the Middle Path could overcome the conflict between material­
ism and idealism in modem Western thought. He advocated the revitalization 
of Japanese Buddhism so that it could realize its potential:

30



OKADA: REVITALIZATION VERSUS UNIFICATION

Oh! Proverbs reveal their eternal truth only in a later age—their 
deep meaning becomes clear only after a long time.5

5 Ibid., p. 151.
6 Inoue 1901, p. 2.

Inoue believed that the latest interpretation of Buddhist thought was the most 
accurate expression of the true intention of the Buddha’s teachings. The real 
significance of Buddhism lies in its diversity and comprehensiveness, which 
allows infinite possibilities for new interpretations.

Inoue’s discourse on the Mahayana Buddhist tradition never changed dur­
ing his lifetime. He published a book in 1901 entitled Daijo tetsugaku

(Mahayana Philosophy) as a record of his lectures at the Tetsugakkan. In 
this text, he wrote:

The deep and supreme Dharma of Mahayana Buddhism has disap­
peared in its home country of India . . . Now, we find a few traces 
of the Buddhist tradition in China. However, there remains only the 
name of Mahayana and no content. There is a school, but no study. 
It is like the empty shell of a cicada—there is only an empty shell 
of Mahayana. Therefore, the true Mahayana Buddhism remains 
only in the great empire of Japan.6

For Inoue, the future of Buddhism existed only within Japanese Buddhism. 
He emphasized the need to establish a modem form of Buddhism that was 
based on modem philosophy and contemporary Japanese Buddhist thought.

Murakami Sensho ’s Argument for Unification:
Seeking the Historical Origins of Buddhism

In his Bukkyd tditsuron, Murakami severely criticized the sectarianism of tra­
ditional Buddhist scholarship and concluded that the Mahayana Buddhist 
teachings in Japan were not the original teachings of the Buddha. The impact 
of this book was so sensational that the publication of its second edition was 
planned within a few months after its first printing. Because of disagreements 
over the text, his branch, the Shinshu Otani-ha, forced him to withdraw his 
status as a practicing priest, though he was reinstated in October of 1911. 
Murakami published a paper entitled Yo ga Shinshu Otani-ha no sdseki o das- 
suru no kokuhakusho Q 6W (My Confession 
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Concerning Leaving the Priesthood of Shinshu Otani-ha) on 30 October 1901. 
In this document, he explained as follows:

Buddhism first emerged in India, moved northeast, went across 
Central Asia, passed through China, and finally spread to our coun­
try. The depth of Buddhist philosophy that gradually developed 
over this time span is comparable to that of Western philosophy . . . 
The history of philosophy and doctrine cannot be studied if one is 
under the control of religious authorities or denominations. We 
have to stand aloof from sectarian influences to gain fruit from our 
studies.7

7 Murakami 1901, pp. 10-11.
8 Murakami 1997, p. 8.
9 Ibid., p. 9.

Murakami believed that an entirely new vision was required to realize his 
comprehensive approach to the study of Buddhist history and philosophy. In 
the explanatory notes added for the second edition of Bukkyo tditsuron, 
Murakami explained his position as follows:

My intention is to study Buddhism temporarily from an outsider’s 
point of view, with the same attitude as that of the general scholar 
or thinker. The ideas in this book might conflict with the basic 
teachings of some Buddhist denominations, but there is nothing that 
can be done about this.8

Murakami’s method of study itself was nothing new—it was a simple appli­
cation of the newly introduced Western methods of modem historical studies 
and comparative religious studies. The shock that his work imparted to the 
religious community in Japan was not what Murakami had expected—his 
argument for unification was just a result of scientific study:

I believe that my discourse on Mahayana Buddhist teachings in the 
main text and appendix will invite a great deal of criticism. Never­
theless, one cannot help but reach the same conclusions if one uses 
the same reasoning as science and historical studies. To my defense, 
I have never said that Mahayana did not reflect the true intention of 
the Buddha, but rather that it was not the teaching of the Buddha.9 
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Murakami stressed the importance of distinguishing the Buddha’s direct 
teachings (bussetsu lAB#) from the Buddha’s “intention” (butsui IAS). Ac­
cording to him, the Buddha’s intention as a matter of faith and his teachings 
as a matter of history are separate issues to be discussed.

For his method of study, Murakami insisted that five “eyes” would be 
required: the eye of doctrine, the eye of logic, the eye of history, the com­
parative eye, and the critical eye. Looking upon the Buddhist scriptures from 
these different perspectives, one could find a common essence in the philos­
ophy and history of Buddhism, starting with Sakyamuni.10 What follows is a 
summary of Murakami’s definition of these five.

The eye of doctrine is the ability to understand the religious aspects of 
Buddhist thought. The teachings of Buddhism are not a matter of science, but 
of religion. Therefore, their interpretation should be based not on theory, but 
on practice. Also, one cannot rely only on the interpretation of the terms used 
in scriptures, as many terms are combined in a complicated manner that make 
their precise meanings difficult to determine.

The eye of logic shows the fallacy of traditional methods of study that 
attached too much importance to quotations from former works. Because the 
study of religion is related to the realm beyond the intellect, one often needs 
tools rather than mere “explanations.” Therefore, the tools of inductive and 
deductive reasoning are of particular value.

Of the five eyes, the eye of history and the comparative eye are given spe­
cial importance by Murakami. To unify Buddhism, which “has existed for 
more than two thousand years and taken a journey of a million miles,” the 
methods and perspectives of modem historical studies are indispensable. 
Even though the Buddhist tradition has been divided into numerous branches, 
all Buddhist teachings have the same founder at their root. How has 
Buddhism, which originated from Sakyamuni Buddha, developed into an 
incredibly expansive tradition? By tracing the historical process of this expan­
sion, it becomes possible to study Buddhism as a unified body.

Buddhist thought has been affected by many cultures and times. Murakami 
believed that to restore the pristine unity of Buddhism, it was essential to see 
Mahayana Buddhism as a form that had diverged from the original teachings. 
Only when this was understood could the true identity of non-sectarian 
Buddhism be revealed:

10 Ibid., p. 18.
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Sakyamuni Buddha is a historical figure. He is the only Buddha 
who existed historically. Mahayana Buddhism is not the original 
teachings of the Buddha; however, it reflects the “intention” of the 
Buddha. It is a natural conclusion of scientific study to view the 
Buddha as a historical figure—it is foolish to regard him as a super­
natural being.11

Even though Buddhism is a diverse religion, it still has a unified nature, as 
the teachings share a common historical origin. To discover a commonality 
in the diverse forms of Buddhist thought, one has to use an objective method 
of comparison. By introducing the methodology of comparative religious 
studies, a “joint consensus” (godd teki itchi '□Iphtf)—gf) can be reached that 
transcends differences of particular “portions” (bubun

Finally, the critical eye was also essential for Murakami’s theory. Historical 
and comparative studies could be considered objective only when carried out 
with a critical eye.

For many Japanese Buddhist denominations, Murakami’s ideas were like 
thunderbolts from a clear sky. He denied a direct connection between 
Mahayana Buddhism and the original teachings of the Buddha. According to 
him, the Buddha was a historical figure, and Sakyamuni was the only Buddha 
who had historically existed. His ideas, although seemingly extreme, were 
simply the result of his adoption of modem scientific religious studies.

Differing Opinions on the Mahayana Teachings

In his Daijo tetsugaku, Inoue expressed his opinion that Mahayana Buddhist 
thought should be considered the direct teachings of the Buddha:

It is unmistakable that Sakyamuni taught both Mahayana and 
Hinayana during his lifetime. However, the deep and mystical phi­
losophy of Mahayana disappeared soon after he passed away, 
because it was not suited to the hot and humid climate of the 
central and southern regions of India . . . The character of the peo­
ple and the climate in the northern region are better suited for 
Mahayana ... At the time of Asvaghosa and Nagarjuna, the 
Mahayana teachings, which had been buried in the mountains to the 
north, were discovered and gradually gained popularity. Later, 

11 Ibid., p. 7.
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these teachings were propagated in Central India and Mahayana 
was revitalized.12

12 Inoue 1901, pp. 205-6.
13 Murakami 1903, p. 177.
14 See Murakami 1997, p. 4, for the editor’s commentary.

Inoue called this theory of Mahayana Buddhism a “geographically-based the­
ory of adaptability” (c/zzz sod setsu JftlifgtBIK). The Mahayana teachings, 
which had failed to thrive in India due to the geographical surroundings, were 
discovered in a later period and spread into the northern region where the cli­
mate and people were more suited to its teachings.

Murakami criticized these ideas of Inoue in his Daijd bussetsuron hihan X 
(A Critique of the Argument That the Mahayana Teachings are 

by the Buddha) published in 1903. In the text, he introduced the theories of 
Anezaki Masaharu and Maeda Eun mlEHlMl, famous Buddhist schol­
ars of this period, and concluded as follows:

From a doctrinal standpoint, it might be possible to reason that the 
Mahayana teachings are the direct teachings of the Buddha. How­
ever, this way of reasoning is not possible from a historical stand­
point.13

Both Murakami and Inoue understood the importance of determining where 
to place Mahayana Buddhism within history. However, there is a clear dif­
ference in their opinions about whether the teachings of Mahayana are the 
Buddha’s direct teachings or not. What they had in common, however, was 
aiming at reconstructing Buddhist thought in light of modem consciousness. 
Murakami, himself, admitted that his unification theory of Buddhism was 
strongly influenced by Inoue:

There is no doubt that my Bukkyo tditsuron should be discussed 
together with the late Mr. Inoue Enryo’s excellent work. However, 
I have to admit that both works are products of a time affected by 
the demands for contemporary thought.14

In spite of such a common clause, there are many different theses in their 
studies of Buddhist thought. While Murakami insisted that the Mahayana 
teachings had no direct relation with the original teachings of the Buddha, 
Inoue tried to discover the essence of Buddhist thought in Mahayana 
Buddhism and located the Mahayana Buddhist tradition in Japan at the top of 
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the evolution of Buddhism. However, they shared a basic attitude toward 
investigating the essence of Buddhist thought in the process of the historical 
development of “Buddhism” which started with “the only Buddha Sakya- 
muni.” Murakami directly connected the quest for the historical origin with 
the quest for the essence. Then he tried to establish the foundation to study 
the entire history of Buddhism and the diversions of the Buddhist traditions. 
Inoue found the possibility of future Buddhist thought within his contempo­
rary Buddhist thought and tried to find the essence of Buddhism within this 
possibility itself. Murakami studied “Buddhism” (bukkyd as a unified 
body that appeared through the comprehensive study of the long history and 
the cultural divergence of Buddhism, while Inoue conceptualized the 
“Buddha dharma” (buppo lAri) as open infinitely to the future.

For Inoue, the comprehensiveness of the teachings that could keep pro­
ducing an infinite interpretation was the true value of the Buddhist thought. 
Therefore, it was a critical subject for him to indicate the significance of 
“Buddha dharma” here in Japan now. For Murakami, who was aiming at the 
unification of “Buddhism,” tracing the long history of Buddhism and clari­
fying the essence of Buddhist thought became the main subject. These oppo­
site directions of their studies were a result of differences in their methods of 
studying Buddhist thought: the modem “philosophical eye” and the “eye of 
history” or “comparative eye.”

After being expelled from his Buddhist denomination, Murakami fre­
quently explained his basic perspective as follows:

Thinking of the excellent works of Saicho and Kukai, I have to con­
clude that Mahayana Buddhism was not the direct teachings of the 
Buddha, but it reflected the intention of the Buddha. I admit it. 
However, the reckless critics in the world never know my true inten­
tion and always take my ideas in a totally different way.15

The aim of Murakami’s unification theory was not to criticize the teachings 
of the Mahayana. Moreover, Inoue Enryo, who basically criticized the tradi­
tional practice of Buddhism more than the teachings of Christianity, had never 
protected the Mahayana Buddhist tradition unconditionally. The difference 
in their discourses was the difference in their visions in working on the same 
subject.

15 Ibid., p.7.
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Conclusion

In his renowned Meiji shukyd shicho no kenkyu Wn^^SiSIOIiff^L (A Study 
of Meiji-Period Religious Thought), Suzuki Norihisa writes that the works of 
Inoue and Murakami belong to the former period of religious studies in 
Japan—Inoue’s works belonging to the tradition of “anti-pagan studies” 
(haja gaku and Murakami’s works belonging to objective “criticism
of scripture” (seiten hihyd in the tradition of Tominaga Nakamoto
iT.ftil.16

Inoue criticized the teachings of Christianity from the standpoint of mod­
em philosophy and Buddhist thought, while Murakami reviewed the entire 
history of Buddhism, seeking to find its essential teachings. It is fitting that 
their works be placed at the starting-point of modern religious studies in 
Japan—they both studied at traditional Buddhist schools in their youth and 
were familiar with the works of pre-Meiji Buddhist scholars. Yet, they also 
investigated modem Western learning and sought to reinterpret the meaning 
of Buddhist thought for the modem age. Suzuki is correct in pointing out the 
connection between their works and traditional Buddhist scholarship. 
However, their visions for studying Buddhism were not derived only from 
the traditional Buddhist learning. Although their motivation for studying the 
modem Western thought was based on the traditional critical concerns, they 
actually worked on those issues adopting the methods from the newly intro­
duced scientific studies.

Inoue attempted to clarify the significance of Buddhist thought for the mod­
em age by using the “philosophical eye,” while Murakami sought to discover 
the origins of Buddhism by studying with the scientific “eye of history” and 
the objective “comparative eye.” The difference in their opinions about the 
connection between the Mahayana teachings and the historical Buddha 
spurred much debate among Buddhist scholars in Japan.

While some have pointed out the unique qualities of Japanese Buddhism 
and promoted its significance for the modern age, others have criticized sev­
eral Japanese Buddhist concepts (such as “original enlightenment” [hongaku 
shiso as being delusive and having no direct connection with the
original teachings of the Buddha. Before discussing the plausibility of these 
arguments, we should go back to the origin of this debate. For this, the study 
of the works of Inoue and Murakami can be rewarding.

16 Suzuki 1979, pp. 6-12.
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