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English Abstract

This paper examines aspects of religious thought within “Nichirenism”
(Nichirenshugi) through a reinterpretation of Nichiren Buddhism in the context of
Japanese modernity. First expounded at the turn of the twentieth century by Chigaku
Tanaka (1861-1939) and used also by Nissho Honda (1867-1931), the neologistic term
“Nichirenism” disseminated through the activities of these two authors came to be
widely used by contemporary intellectuals, not only among religious figures but also
among educators, politicians, and even soldiers.

In this essay, | first describe the biographies of Chigaku and Nissho in an introductory
chapter. Chapter 1 then presents a schematic division of Nichirenism studies since the
1960s into three periods: a First Period (1960-70), a Second Period (1980-90), and a
Third Period (2000 to the present). First Period studies are characteristic in their
positioning of Chigaku and Nissho as “Nichiren Fascists” and focus on both authors’
Nichiren Buddhist interpretations of the relations between religion and the state. In
contrast, Second Period studies may be said to re-evaluate the negative assessments of
First Period approaches to Nichirenism, yet again, their interest remains concentrated
on relations between religion and state. In the Third Period, the yoke of the First and
Second Period is finally cast off with the appearance of a new trend in Nichirenism
studies, namely its characterization in religious sociological research as a social
movement. Yet despite their substantial significance, these studies do not give
adequate consideration to Nichirenism’s religious aspects. In broad terms, whereas
Nichirenism studies have until now tended to focus on the ideological aspects of
nationalism, statism, or the theory of the national body (kokutairon), this paper returns
to the point of origin to reflect on Nichirenism as religion.

In Chapter 2, | take up the theories of the honzon (object of worship) from which
both Chigaku and Nissho derived their religious thought, focusing on similarities and
differences in their respective attitudes. Chigaku’s honzon theory may be characterized
by the concepts of the concrete image known as the “Mandala First Revealed on Sado”

(Sado shiken mandara) and the idea, represented through this mandala, of the “unity



of human and laws” (ninp6 ichinyo, entailing the unity of Buddha with doctrine, and of
believers with universal truth). On the other hand, a feature of Nissho’s approach was
his methodological application of religious studies and a religious outlook centered on
the figure of Shakyamuni. In this case, whereas Chigaku undertook to define and
explain the honzon using conventional doctrinal terminology, holding to an idea of the
Age of Dharma Decline (mappd) and stressing the absolute interpretation of Nichiren
as a solitary savior in this age, Nissho chose not to dwell on a view of the world as
decadent, preferring to understand Nichiren in relative manner, and emphasizing
Shakyamuni as a savior that transcended time and space. Whereas Chigaku looked to
Nichiren doctrine as the basis for all standards, preaching absolute faith in Nichiren as
the herald of the true Buddha, Nissho, even as he honored Nichiren, emphasized the
humanity, universality, and true existence of Shakyamuni, and called for devotion to
Shakyamuni as the Treasure of the Buddha (bupp?, i.e. the Buddha who is enlightened
to the true nature of the past, present, and future).

In Chapter 3, | focus on the reception of evolutionism and religious studies as
modern “scientific” methodologies employed by both scholars, uncovering how the
“scientific” methodologies of these men attested to the modernity, superiority, and
scientific validity of Nichirenism. Chigaku offered an evolutionary interpretation of
Buddhist eschatology, indicating a historical view of “the three stages of the decadent
world” (mappéd sanki) based on the principle of progress. By positioning Nichirenism at
the apex of a unilinear temporal evolution, he sought to prove its dharmic rectitude
(shobosei) and inevitability as a way of thinking that had appeared in a new era.

For his part, Nissho sought to uncover the superiority of Nichiren Buddhism based
on the Religionsphilosophie of K.R.E. von Hartmann and the evolutionary religious
morphology of C.P. Tiele. Nissho was stimulated by von Hartmann’s ideas of “the
absolute”, the correlation of level of religious consciousness to level of civilization, the
comparison of Buddhism and Christianity, and moreover the concept of a religion that
might transcend the shortcomings of the two religions. Informed by these ideas and
the morphology proposed by Tiele, he attempted to complete a typology of religion

around the idea of the honzon, expounding the ideal of a “unified monotheism” (toitsu
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shinkyo). Hence, based on the “scientific” methodologies of evolutionism and religious
studies, Chigaku and Nissho established the positions of their respective
reinterpretations. Accordingly, the “scientific” foundation that Nichiren Buddhism
thereby obtained in the structure of their religious thought came to be more clearly
articulated as Nichirenism, a “religion” in keeping with modernity.

In Chapter 4, while considering the structures and features of Chigaku and Nissho’s
religious thought, | focus on the background of both men’s reinterpretation of Nichiren
Buddhism. For example, after touching on factors including the transmission of
Unitarianism, new Buddhist movements, debates over whether Mahayana teachings
did not stem from historical Buddha (daijo hibussetsu ron), and the spread of mysticism,
| point out that it was Nissho who had affirmed the reasoning and rational views of
religion such as were apparent in Unitarianism and the new Buddhist movements by
actively seeking to incorporate religious studies methodology into Nichiren Buddhism,
whereas Chigaku focused on the weaknesses caused by rationalism, stressing the
ecclesiastical and absolute character of Nichirenism. Furthermore, Chigaku had divided
Buddhism into a pre-decadence “General Buddhism” and a post-decadence “Special
Buddhism”, and, in order to oppose daijé hibussetsu ron, sought a direct link for
Buddhist doctrine not through Shakyamuni, who was born in India, but through
Nichiren, who had appeared in Japan. By contrast, Nissho, in order to unify Buddhism,
had attempted the doctrinal construction of a Buddhism unified across space and time
by not dividing doctrine into categories.

Furthermore, for Chigaku and Nissho, situating Buddhism as a religion able to
oppose Christianity required a clear faith consciousness, but the mindset that required
an actual religious figure to be placed at the center of that consciousness for Chigaku
pointed to Nichiren, while for Nissho it pointed to Shakyamuni. The religious thought of
both men highlighted a faith that would be able to overcome the various ills of modern
society, transcending oppositions such as existed between reason and emotion,
rationality and mysticism, and history and truth. Yet though they each sought to
reconcile these conflicts, Chigaku positioned Nichiren as the basis for all principle and

his Nichirenism was a work of devotion to Nichiren himself, whereas Nissho’s
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Nichirenism was a work of devotion to Shakyamuni that placed Nichiren’s principles at
the center of faith.

In the final chapter, | focus on the question of how the features of the different
“Nichirenisms” of Chigaku and Nissho were passed on, taking special notice of the
influence of the tendency towards mysticism within Chigaku’s Nichirenism on Kenji
Miyazawa, and the impact of the emphasis on reason and theory of unified Buddhism
on Giro Seno'o. The nationalist views of Chigaku and Nissho were deeply connected to
their religious thought, and | note the fact of their understanding of the term “religion”
not simply to signify faith, but also a “guiding principle” for society, the state, and
civilization, as having contributed to their characterization as “nationalists” and

“fascists” by later generations.
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Nichiren finally directed his attention to all religions of the past upon which he
had good reason to establish his own religion. Buddhism, for example, underwent a
course of evolutional development. First of all, Hinayana Buddhism spread,

followed by General Mahayanism and lastly Specific Mahayanism of the Hokekyo
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came into existence...So we must not lose sight of the historical development of
religion. Nichiren has to a considerable extent devoted himself to the comparative
study of rites, reference books and schools, and to Hinayana as well as Mahayana
Buddhism. Thus he found that the time was propitious for accepting the
Hokekyo-centric religion when Buddhism had attained full development....It is

obviously a great anachronism to propagate primitive religion in the civilized world.
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Once, von Hartmann pointed out in his Religionsphilosophie that the future
religion must be one which unites monotheism and pantheism, just as a house has
its foundation in the ground, and is covered by the roof. This view of Hartmann is
well worthy of notice. Monotheism is very pure as a religion, it is, however, difficult
to maintain in proportion to the rise of philosophy and science as the results of the
development of human reason.

But, on the other hand, pantheism too has weak points with regard to religious
practice. In the religious thought of pantheism which recognizes the immanency of
divine nature, all the beings is God. Therefore, the God conception is vast but

disunited.369
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The future religion has, therefore, to unite monotheism and pantheism, and thus

establish a one God-centric pantheism.37
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The author has the worthy purpose of helping to harmonize Eastern and Western
civilization, but attempts this only in the indirect way of elucidating the principles
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made, it can hardly be expected to appeal to Western peoples except those of a

mystic turn of mind.576
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