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Reconsidering the Role of Biography in the Study of Modern Japanese Buddhism

Nakanishi Ushiro: His Biography and the History of Religions

D. T. Suzuki in Context: Overcoming the “Great Man”

Toward a History of Modern Buddhist Art: The Life of Sugimoto Tetsurd
Commentator : MORIYA Tomoe

Intellectual biographies used to constitute a relatively
common type of monographic study in the broader field of
Japanese studies. However, in the last few decades these largely
gave way to works which, rather than focusing on specific
individuals, examine the development of particular terms or
concepts. A possible explanation for this may lie in the very
questioning of the ultimate value of biographical studies in the
West: while the intersection between emic and etic will always
play a role in the project planning of any competent scholar, one
might say that the popularization of discourse theory made
scholars far more aware of the pitfalls of conveying the “great
man” image.

Nevertheless, the biographical approach—working to locate
one’s subject more concretely in the socio-political context of
his or her time and eschewing ideological categorization where
possible—may also be able to open up new possibilities. This
session intends to approach the issue from the perspective of the
study of Buddhism in Modern Japan. By focusing on three
cases—Nakanishi Ushird (1859-1930), D. T. Suzuki (1870—
1966), and Sugimoto Tetsurd (1899-1985)—we intend to
explore how the diachronic approach to an individual’s thought
may contribute to a re-envisaging of the field as a whole.

After a brief general introduction by Orion Klautau, Hoshino
Seiji’s “Nakanishi Ushiro: His Biography and the History of
Religions,” will focus on the life and times of one of the first
characters to discuss the idea of “New Buddhism” in the context
of modern Japan. While recent scholarship revealed that
Nakanishi had a significant impact on Buddhist reform
movements in mid-Meiji Japan, his biography has not yet been
studied in depth. Hoshino will, in an attempt to broaden our
current perspective on the “History of Buddhism” in modern
Japan, consider the meaning of Buddhist reform movements in
Nakanishi's life with reference to his relation with other religious
traditions in his later years.

Stefan Grace’s “D.T. Suzuki in Context: Overcoming the
‘Great Man’” takes up the subject of the individual largely
responsible for concretizing in the West the idea that “Japan =
Zen.” Traditionally in Suzuki studies there have been two
distinct approaches. First, there is an emic approach that supports
the narrative of Suzuki as the “great man” who spread Japanese
culture to the West; and, second, there is a largely-
deconstructionist etic approach that hinges on an orthodox vs.
heterodox dichotomy. It may be said that the former is more
common in Japanese scholarship, and the latter in that of the

Commentator : John BREEN

Convener : Orion KLAUTAU

HOSHINO Seiji (Kokugakuin Univ.)
Stefan GRACE (Waseda Univ.)
Micah AUERBACK (Univ. of Michigan)
(Hannan Univ.)
(Nichibunken)

Chair : Orion KLAUTAU  (Tohoku Univ.)

West; however, what is of greatest importance is appropriately
locating Suzuki’s thought within the socio-political context of
his own time while avoiding the pitfalls of a unilateral approach.

Micah Auerback’s “Toward a History of Modern Buddhist
Art: The Life of Sugimoto Tetsurd” will consider the work of
this important artist, active from the 1930s onward. In his later
years styling himself a “painter of religion,” he grappled with
themes related to Buddhism. In particular, he continuously
produced works related to the life of the Buddha Sakyamuni,
among which may be adduced his great works on this theme, The
Veneration of the Relics (Shari kuya, 1948) and Delusion and
Paradise (Mumyo to jako, 1969). The creation of these works is
deeply related to his own life, and through an analysis of
Sugimoto’s works, this presentation will explore the possibility
of a history of modern- and contemporary-era Buddhist art as
“research in biography.”

In order to ensure responses from perspectives as broad as
possible, we have invited as discussants both Moriya Tomoe and
John Breen, who specialize, respectively, in the history of
Buddhism and Shinto. Moriya is author of The Birth of American
Buddhism (4dmerika Bukkyo no tanjo, 2001), editor of vol. 3 of
the Selected Works of D. T. Suzuki (2016), and co-editor, with
Duncan R. Williams, of Issei Buddhism in the Americas (2010).
Besides Rinzai layman D.T. Suzuki, she has also done extensive
work on Shin Buddhist priest Imamura Emyo (1867-1932) and
Soto Zen’s Inoue Shiiten (1880-1945), which give her a broad
perspective from which to consider the role of biography in
modern Buddhism.

John Breen, in turn, has authored a number of works on Shinto,
including Ritual and Power: the Emperor and the Meiji
Restoration (Girei to Kenryoku: Tennd no Meiji Ishin, 2011) and
Tales of a Sacred City: the Ise shrines in Modern Japan (Shinto
Monogatari: Ise jingii no kingendaishi, 2015). He is also co-
author, with Mark Teeuwen, of A New history of Shinto (2010).
As a world-renowned historian of modern Japanese religion,
John Breen has emphasized in his works the importance of the
biographical study of individuals such as kokugaku scholar
Okuni Takamasa (1793-1871) and the Meiji Emperor himself.

This panel session is proposed by the Japanese Association for
Religious Studies International Committee (Nikhon shikyo
gakkai kokusai iinkai) and sponsored by the Japan Federation of
Societies for the Study of Religions (Nikon shitkyo kenkyi
shogakkai renga).
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Lived Ancient Religion: Circum-Mediterranean World

The Concept of “Lived Ancient Religion”

Making of the Concept of “Paganism” in the Later Roman Empire

Difference in Way of Living in “History Religion”
What is Lived “Halakhic Religion”?

Convener : MATSUMURA Kazuo

Jorg RUPKE (Erfurt Univ.)

NAKANISHI Kydko  (Univ. of Tokyo)
DoI Yumi (Univ. of Tokyo)
ICHIKAWA Hiroshi ~ (Univ. of Tokyo)

Commentator and Chair : MATSUMURA Kazuo (Wako Univ.)

Professor Jorg Riipke is a Permanent Fellow in Religious
Studies at the Max Weber Center, University of Erfurt, Germany.
He is an authority on the religions of the ancient Mediterranean
region, and has written many books on this topic, including
Pantheon: A New History of Roman Religion, Princeton
University Press, 2018 and Religion: Antiquity and Modern
Legacy, 1. B. Tauris, 2014.

The religious situation of the Mediterranean region is, even
within the time-span of the late antiquity, very complex, since
the Roman Empire consisted of an extensive territory extending
from the British Isles in the west to the Pontic in the east, from
Germania in the north to North Africa in the south. In the region,
there were a large number of different kinds of religions: the
official state religion of Rome, Emperor worship, many
mysteries such as the Dionysiac, Eleusinian, and Mithraic
mysteries, as well as Judaism and Christianity. The history of
Roman religions has been a traditional branch of the history of
religions since the beginning of the discipline, from Theodore
Mommsen, Georg Wissowa, and Walde Fowler of the nineteenth
century down to Franz Cumont, Kurt Latte, M. J. Vermaaseren,
and John North in the twentieth century. Professor Riipke is the
latest inheritor of this honorable tradition.

He was in charge of the Conference of the International
Association for Religious Studies held at Erfurt in 2015. At the
Max Weber Center, under his leadership, a project titled “Lived
Ancient Religions” was conducted from 2012 to 2017, and
partial results of the project were published in the 2018 issue of
the scholarly journal Religion, which included papers by twelve
of the project members.

This idea of “Lived Ancient Religions” may be an effective
tool for disengaging the complex religious situation of the
Mediterranean region of late antiquity.

Prof. Riipke will visit Japan in September and hold seminars
at the University of Tokyo under the sponsorship of Prof. Hiroshi
Ichikawa. Since this is a rare occasion for us to be able hear from
Prof. Riipke directly about his idea of “Lived Ancient Religions”,
we have submitted a panel proposal that includes Profs. Riipke
and Ichikawa among the panelists.

The first speaker is Prof. Riipke, who will talk about his idea
of “Lived Ancient Religions.” After his presentation, other
panelists will examine and expand on his idea in each of the
special fields and topics.

The second speaker is Dr. Nakanishi, focusing on the
traditional dichotomy of paganism vs. Christianity long
employed in the study of'the religions of classical antiquity. After
the canonization of Christianity in the Roman Empire, the
collective concept of ‘paganism’ was elaborated for the
identification and classification of the religions outside of the
Abrahamic tradition. This had a strong influence on the
development of theories of religion in the West towards the late
modern period, since it entailed discriminative views on the
religions that existed long before the rise of Christianity, which
the leaders of the church and authors of Christian invectives

deprecated as obsolete religions to be conquered. Since the
1990s, scholars of Roman religions have sought for explicit
classifications and an appropriate narrative for the religious
traditions and their practitioners in the Empire, which had been
long known under the collective concept of ‘paganism’. Their
attempt is a quest for the independence of studies on ancient
Mediterranean religions from academic auxiliaries of Early
Christian Studies. Dr. Nakanishi’s paper examines how recent
studies have explored and classified the Roman religions outside
the Abrahamic traditions with the concepts of ‘polytheism’,
‘traditional religion’, and ‘communal religion’.

The third speaker is Dr. Doi who believes that the appearance
of Christianity with its historical consciousness caused a drastic
change in the map of the religious situation of Late Antiquity.
According to her, as a historical religion, Christianity came into
existence in the multiple religious backgrounds in the Roman
Empire, forming its own perspective of history by inheriting a
salvation history view from Judaism. On the one hand, the usual
description of Early Christianity consisted mainly of theological
viewpoints such as canons, dogma, orders (hierarchia), church
architecture, liturgies, etc. On the other hand, recent research on
religious history shows a more complex religious situation in the
Mediterranean region of late antiquity. Meanwhile, interest in
the daily religious life of the era have increased. In historical
studies, while it is not easy to capture this from the sources, it is
exceedingly significant. This presentation will focus on
Christianity as a historical religion, correlating Christian
historical perspective and daily life, and taking notice of the
catacombs as funerary areas, which appeared in the second
century and continued until about the sixth century, after which
churches were built.

The final speaker is Prof. Ichikawa who will focus on the
concept of ‘Judaization’ in the first century Galilee district and
the legalization of ritual precepts in the ordinary life of Jews
there. Such a distinct Jewish way of living includes the olive
press facilities in order to produce pure oil, the migvaot, i.e.
reservoirs for ritual bathing, stone vessels, Herodian lamps, and
synagogues. It is assumed that Jews were keenly conscious of
themselves as Jews in keeping specific Jewish laws. They were
compelled to observe such laws in their community life. Is such
an attitude in the ordinary life of Jews at that time looked upon
as an aspect of ‘lived ancient religion’ conceptualized by
Professor Riipke?

Matsumura Kazuo, a comparative mythologist who has been
interested in ancient Roman religion since his student days, will
chair the panel and also give comments before the discussion
time.

Handouts with outlines of the presentations in Japanese will
be supplied. The presentations, comments, and discussions will
be conducted only in English. For efficient use of time, no
Japanese interpretation will be provided. We ask that questions
and comments in Japanese be conducted individually after the
panel session.
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