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Introduction

James Mark Shields and Leah Kalmanson
The term globaliza�on has come to mean so much today that one

might argue it has become an empty signifier. Defined rather laconically by
the Oxford English Dic�onary as “the act of globalizing,” it is o�en used to
describe the simple fact of global interconnec�vity, brought about through
ever-increasing economic and poli�cal integra�on in the late twen�eth
century and more recently, with the dawn of the so-called informa�on age,
via the World Wide Web and new forms of social media. At the same �me,
the term has taken on dis�nct norma�ve implica�ons, as when it is
denounced as a synonym for the cultural domina�on or economic
exploita�on of weaker na�ons by more powerful ones, or, alterna�vely,
when lauded as the means toward a truly democra�c world, with the
completely free and open interchange of goods and ideas. Perhaps the
most complete defini�on is that of the World Health Organiza�on, for
whom globaliza�on is “the increased interconnectedness and
interdependence of people and countries . . . generally understood to
include two interrelated elements: the opening of borders to increasingly
fast flows of goods, services, finance, people and ideas across interna�onal
borders; and the changes in ins�tu�onal and policy regimes at the
interna�onal and na�onal levels that facilitate or promote such flows.”[1]

Whatever form it may take, and whatever feelings it might inspire in
various people in diverse contexts, globaliza�on is an inescapable feature
of contemporary life for most if not all of the world’s seven billion people.
As such, the world’s religions—including Buddhism, which is arguably the
first truly transcultural and transna�onal faith—have for the past several
centuries been forced to engage with and adapt to an increasingly
integrated world.

In recent decades, some Buddhist thinkers and organiza�ons have
been cri�cal of certain aspects of globaliza�on, raising concerns about and
proposing concrete responses to, for example, increasing inequali�es of
wealth, income, resource use, and opportunity and the accelera�on of the
produc�on-consump�on-waste cycle that has been a primary driver of



economic growth in the global capitalist system. While studies of Buddhism
in the modern world—from the colonial period un�l today—have
blossomed in the past several decades, surprisingly li�le a�en�on has
been paid to the impact of the forces of globaliza�on on Buddhism, and
vice versa. The present volume is offered as a first step towards addressing
that lacuna. Our approach has been to include a combina�on of
philosophical, ethical, and buddhological inves�ga�ons of globaliza�on in
rela�on to Buddhist concepts, in addi�on to historical and sociological
approaches. All of the essays included, however, are cri�cal and
interpre�ve, rather than merely descrip�ve, and thus might be thought of
as a�empts at “applied philosophy.” Our authors, many of whom are
trained in compara�ve philosophy, strive to present new ways of thinking
about these topical issues. Although no single volume on such a broad
theme can hope to be comprehensive, the collected essays raise new
possibili�es for cross-cultural and compara�ve study that we hope will be
taken up by other researchers in the future.



CHAPTER SUMMARIES

We have divided the volume into two parts. The first, “Globaliza�on as
Spa�al, Cultural, and Economic Deterritorializa�on,” includes four chapters
dedicated to historical and philosophical analyses of globaliza�on in
rela�on to Buddhist perspec�ves emerging out of diverse contexts both
ancient and contemporary. In chapter 1, “Squaring Freedom with Equity:
Challenging the Karma of the Globaliza�on of Choice,” Peter Hershock
(East-West Center, University of Hawaiʻi) argues that Buddhism and
globaliza�on have a long and deeply shared history. As the world’s first
“inten�onal community,” the early development and spread of Buddhism
from north India across South Asia coincided with a period of drama�cally
increasing urbaniza�on and trade, and its further spread to Central, East,
and Southeast Asia was both spurred by and helped sustain a great deal of
the early globaliza�on processes associated with the overland and
mari�me “silk roads” trade. As Hershock notes, however, through the
modern period, there were neither incen�ves nor apparent needs for
Buddhism to turn a cri�cal eye to the processes of globaliza�on and trade.
On the contrary, Buddhist ins�tu�ons o�en adopted an explicitly
accommoda�ng stance toward local sociocultural and poli�cal dynamics,
facilita�ng and suppor�ng the flourishing of the state in the context of
ongoing, o�en transcon�nental interac�ons. While recognizing the
significant benefits of moderniza�on, industrializa�on, and globaliza�on,
and affirming many of their values, many Buddhists from the late
nineteenth century onward began shi�ing away from predominantly
accommoda�ve rela�ons with these interlinked processes and toward
cri�cal engagement with them. Concerns have ranged from the disrup�ve
impacts of these processes on community dynamics and the environment,
to the depth of their compa�bility with achieving developmental jus�ce.
Hershock joins this conversa�on by employing Buddhist conceptual
resources to evaluate the rela�onship between the globally dominant
iden�fica�on of freedom with choice and the con�nued elusiveness of
realizing dignified lives for all. Making use especially of the Buddhist
concepts of karma, nonduality, and responsive genius (upāya), he makes
the case that achieving truly equitable pa�erns of interdependence in an



era of complex globaliza�on will entail ques�oning the ontological primacy
of the individual, conceiving of freedom as rela�onal virtuosity, and
reimagining equity not as an abstract equality of opportunity but as
concrete social, cultural, economic, and poli�cal diversity.

In chapter 2, Carolyn Jones Medine (University of Georgia) provides us
with the first of several essays in the volume by feminist and womanist
scholars. Womanism is a vibrant and growing field focusing on the diverse
intellectual, spiritual, and religious experiences of women of color,
especially as such experiences relate to issues of social and poli�cal
concern. The term was originally coined by Alice Walker to demarcate a
discourse independent of those feminist studies dominated by white,
middle- to upper-class perspec�ves. Over �me, womanism has taken on a
life of its own within certain academic circles, including scholars of
literature, theology, religious studies, and postcolonial theory. In recent
years, a series of seminars held at Harvard, Texas Chris�an University, and
the University of Georgia, brought together womanists and Buddhist
scholars to read and discuss Buddhist texts. The resul�ng “womanist-
Buddhist dialogue” has fostered innova�ve avenues of research, such as
what is found in the chapters by Jones Medine and Melanie Harris in our
collec�on. In the essay “Alice Walker, the Grand Mother, and a Buddhist-
Womanist Response to Globaliza�on,” Jones Medine considers the impact
of Walker’s personal engagement with Buddhism on her crea�ve wri�ng by
studying the development of two of Walker’s literary iden��es: the
revolu�onary ar�st of early works and the Grand Mother spirit of later
wri�ngs. As Jones Medine shows, the call for compassion and the demand
for jus�ce issued by the revolu�onary ar�st remain constant throughout
Walker’s work. But over �me we see the ar�st aging into the Grand Mother
spirit, a force perhaps less physically powerful but more spiritually dynamic
and global—even cosmic—in her scope. As Jones Medine discusses, the
Grand Mother spirit is (1) both a product and a driving force of
globaliza�on, who thrives in the fluid, deterritorialized world described by
theorists such as Jürgen Osterhammel, Niels P. Petersson, Arjun Appadurai,
and Mary Louise Pra�; and (2) a bearer of bodhisa�va-like compassion,
whose cosmic consciousness is finely a�uned to the cry of each and every
individual who suffers. In this sense, Jones Medine highlights the unique



Buddhist response to globaliza�on that Walker provides through the
confluence of literary work, social ac�vism, and personal Buddhist prac�ce.

Chapter 3, “Religious Change as Glocaliza�on: The Case of Shin
Buddhism in Honolulu,” by Ugo Dessì (University of Leipzig), uses
ethnographic analysis to examine the transcultural adapta�on of the
Japanese Shin (Pure Land) Buddhist sect in contemporary Hawaiʻi.
Tradi�onal Shin Buddhist sects in Japan reject medita�on as a prac�ce of
self-power (jiriki) that is an obstruc�on to other-power (tariki), that is, the
saving grace of Amida Buddha, and hence an impediment to rebirth in the
Pure Land. However, this fact is rela�vely unknown in many Western
contexts, where medita�on is perceived as the defining prac�ce of
Buddhism at large. As Dessì has discussed in earlier works, the Buddhist
Churches of America (BCA), which is the major ins�tu�onal face of Shin in
the United States, has recently begun to support the incorpora�on of
medita�onal prac�ces at its Shin temples, as a means to reach out to
newcomers interested in Buddhism. Dessì’s contribu�on to our collec�on
follows up on this research, through the case study of Shin in Hawaiʻi,
where both ethnic Japanese and non-Japanese residents freely mix a
variety of tradi�ons and techniques including Zen, yoga, vipassanā, and
seiza, all in the context of Shin temple ac�vi�es. Dessì invites us to think of
Hawaiian Shin not in terms of either “Americaniza�on” or “Japaniza�on”
but rather “glocaliza�on,” that is, the process by which the forces of
globaliza�on produce not cultural homogeneity but instead foster unique
and o�en highly idiosyncra�c local variants of larger and older tradi�ons.
As Dessì shows, the glocaliza�on of Shin in Hawaiʻi reflects both the
flexibility of global cultural flows and the rela�ve rigidity of those power
structures that seek to control such flows along ethnic or class-based lines.

The tendency of globaliza�on to produce hybridiza�on at the
confluence of religious prac�ce and social theory, especially under the
simultaneous threat and promise of Westerniza�on, is nowhere more
evident than in the case of Japan in the decades a�er the Meiji Restora�on
(1868). In chapter 4, “From Topos to Utopia: Cri�cal Buddhism,
Globaliza�on, and Ideology Cri�cism,” James Mark Shields (Bucknell
University) analyzes one par�cular response to both the economic reali�es
and new forms of sociopoli�cal thought unleashed by globaliza�on among
certain Buddhist figures and movements in modern Japan. Recently, one of



these movements, known as “Cri�cal Buddhism” (hihan bukkyō), launched
a devasta�ng assault on past and present advocates of Japanese
par�cularism, prominent Japanese philosophical figures, specific Buddhist
doctrines, and even en�re sects, all of which were judged by the Cri�cal
Buddhists to be lacking in certain “cri�cal” criteria, thus forfei�ng any and
all claims to being “truly Buddhist.” In this essay, Shields makes three
interrelated claims: (1) the Cri�cal Buddhist cri�que of Buddhist quie�sm,
rooted in the interpreta�ons of specific doctrines such as Buddha-nature
and generalized values such as “peace of mind” and “harmony,” is a
necessary framework for contemporary discussions of Buddhist social
ethics; (2) Cri�cal Buddhism remains �ed to a “liberal” and largely
individualist understanding of cri�cism and awakening, and thus could
benefit from Marxist historical and dialec�cal materialism; (3) the
materialist perspec�ve can also benefit from a Buddhist understanding of
impermanence—which might allow for a “humanist” interpreta�on of
materialism, one that avoids reduc�onism by being both cri�cal of and
open to the reality of con�ngency. Shields concludes that the result of this
mee�ng of Cri�cal Buddhism and Marxian materialism—understood
through the lens of Karl Mannheim’s work on utopia and ideology cri�cism
—reaffirms the this-worldly and even revolu�onary task of Buddhist
engagement, in a way that has some precedent in the Japanese Nichiren
tradi�on, par�cularly as manifested in the twen�eth-century Buddhist
socialism of Seno’o Girō (1889–1961).

The second half of the volume, “Norma�ve Responses to
Globaliza�on,” contains four chapters that explicitly seek to provide
Buddhist-inspired “answers”—even if preliminary—to some of the
problems encountered within contemporary globaliza�on. We begin with
the observa�on that to discuss issues of globaliza�on—including
westerniza�on, economic liberaliza�on, and na�on-state poli�cs—is also to
discuss the legacy of colonialism. In chapter 5, “An Inexhaus�ble
Storehouse for an Insurmountable Debt: A Buddhist Reading of
Repara�ons,” Leah Kalmanson (Drake University) takes on the controversial
topic of providing repara�ons for large-scale crimes commi�ed against
individuals or communi�es. The prac�ce of dispensing monetary
repara�ons to colonialism’s vic�ms or the heirs of its vic�ms has been both
praised and cri�cized as an appropriate avenue of redress. Kalmanson



explores two points at which Buddhist philosophy can intervene in the
discussion of repara�ons: as a robust proponent of indiscriminate
generosity, and as tool for rethinking the concept of “structural change” in
poli�cal ac�vism. The study of repara�ons here serves as a test case for the
thesis that ins�tu�ons are sets of prac�ces as much as sets of policies, and
hence ins�tu�onal change might more effec�vely be accomplished by
intervening in the prac�ces that keep ins�tu�ons in place. Repara�ons can
be understood as one such interven�onal maneuver. In the Mahāyāna
tradi�on, Buddhist prac�ces establish the habits that allow prac��oners to
respond swi�ly and appropriately to the immediacy of suffering. By helping
us to think of repara�ons at the prac�ce level rather than at the policy
level, Buddhism showcases their poten�al to train us for such
compassionate responsiveness.

Chapter 6, “Engaged Buddhism and Libera�on Theologies: Fierce
Compassion as a Mode of Jus�ce,” by Melanie Harris (Texas Chris�an
University), invites us into a discussion with womanist scholars on the
ques�on of embodying two values: compassion and jus�ce. Building on the
work of womanist-Buddhist dialogue, Harris highlights the concept of
“fierce compassion” that she interprets as a fundamental aspect of
Vajrayāna or Tantric Buddhism. Seen through a womanist lens, fierce
compassion promotes a vision of social jus�ce deeply commi�ed to an
almost “otherworldly” acknowledgement of the interconnec�ons between
and through all beings. It is otherworldly in the sense that it demands a
saintly, almost superhuman capacity for radically inclusive love. This radical
sense of inclusion is of course rooted in a figure familiar to major streams
of African American spirituality—Jesus. And it is also present in the
teachings of Thich Nhat Hanh, Pema Chödrön, the Dalai Lama, and other
figures in Engaged Buddhism that Harris discusses as new resources for
womanist thinking. As Harris concludes, Engaged Buddhism offers
womanism a theore�cal framework to support prac�ces of jus�ce and
compassion, helping us turn the saintly and “superhuman” into a radically
human reality.

One of the first truly “compara�ve” and integra�ve philosophical
movements of the twen�eth century was Japan’s Kyoto School of
philosophy, led by Nishida Kitarō (1870–1945). In chapter 7, “World,
Nothing, and Globaliza�on in Nishida and Nancy,” John Krummel (Hobart



and William Smith Colleges) notes that the shrinking of the globe in the
last few centuries has made explicit the tense unity of the many worlds
that are forced to contend with one another. Nishida once stated that “to
be” is “to be implaced”; that is, that we exist by partaking in “the
sociohistorical world.” More recently, Jean-Luc Nancy has conceived of the
world in terms of the “archi-spa�ality” that makes room for meaning and
existence. As Krummel notes, what is striking is that both Nishida and
Nancy conceive of the world as emerging out of a nothing, or as created ex
nihilo—as long as we understand that phrase stripped of its theis�c
connota�ons. While for Nishida the world is ul�mately implaced in the
“place of absolute nothing,” Nancy speaks of the nothing that is the basis
of the world’s self-crea�on. Krummel’s chapter explores a possible
convergence between these two perspec�ves and the light it may shed
upon our contemporary situa�on of globaliza�on, including its implica�ons
for praxis. In par�cular, Krummel looks to a sense of the “nothing” as a
“chōra�c” spa�ality, an opening that provides space for co-being and
serves as the source of crea�vity. In face of globaliza�on, the project for
meaning through mondialisa�on (in Nancy) and within a mul�cultural
world (in Nishida) would imply the appropria�on of such an originary
spa�ality.

Finally, Erin McCarthy (St. Lawrence University) rounds out the
volume with her chapter, “A Zen Master Meets Contemporary Feminism:
Reading Dōgen as a Resource for Feminist Philosophy.” As the �tle
suggests, McCarthy argues that Dōgen’s philosophy is rich with insights
upon which contemporary feminist philosophy may draw, for the sake of
pursuing a variety of broadly feminist aims in the globalized world.
Specifically, his philosophy of prac�ce-enlightenment, his no�on of body-
mind, and his philosophy of nondualism can help us break down gender
barriers and patriarchy without reducing difference to sameness. In order
to elucidate this connec�on, McCarthy draws parallels between the work
of Dōgen and contemporary feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray, par�cularly
in rela�on to the concept of nondualism. She concludes that when brought
into dialogue with the work of philosophers who have thought deeply
about issues of social injus�ce and oppression of women, Dōgen’s insights
help advance both Buddhism and contemporary feminism, specifically
their ul�mate goal of relieving suffering.



FURTHER READING

To our knowledge, the only other books to deal explicitly with the effects of
globaliza�on on Buddhism are Linda Learman (ed.), Buddhist Missionaries
in the Era of Globaliza�on (University of Hawaiʻi, 2005), which is a
collec�on of anthropological and sociological studies on the
“interna�onaliza�on” of Buddhist prac�ce, and Ugo Dessì, Japanese
Religions and Globaliza�on (Routledge, 2013), which examines the ways in
which Japanese religions (including Buddhism) provide material to the
flows of global culture and act as carriers of both globaliza�on and
“glocaliza�on.” However, other works in Buddhist studies have focused on
issues relevant to different aspects of globaliza�on, such modernity,
economics, environmentalism, and immigra�on. Books that deal with
general Buddhist reac�ons to modernity (i.e., nonsectarian and not
culturally specific) include Trevor Ling’s Buddha, Marx, and God: Some
Aspects of Religion in the Modern World (Palgrave, 1979); Charles Prebish
and Mar�n Baumann (eds.), Westward Dharma: Buddhism beyond Asia
(University of California, 2002); and David McMahan’s The Making of
Buddhist Modernism (Oxford, 2008).

Globaliza�on as an economic phenomenon has been touched upon in
several recent works on Buddhism and economics, such as Allan Hunt
Badiner (ed.), Mindfulness in the Marketplace: Compassionate Responses
to Consumerism (Parallax, 2002); and Laszlo Zsolnai (ed.), Ethical Principles
and Economic Transforma�on: A Buddhist Approach (Springer, 2011). In
addi�on, the past decades have seen the emergence of a subgenre of
scholarly works on Buddhism and the environment, which o�en discuss
global issues related to food and technology. See, for example, Allan Hunt
Badiner (ed.), Dharma Gaia: A Harvest of Essays in Buddhism and Ecology
(Parallax, 1990); Stephanie Kaza and Kenneth Kra� (eds), Dharma Rain:
Sources of Buddhist Environmentalism (Shambhala, 2013); and Daido John
Loori, Teachings of the Earth: Zen and the Environment (Shambhala, 2012).
And finally, a few recent works have touched upon globaliza�on in the
context of transna�onalism and immigra�on, such as Williams and Moriya
(eds.), Issei Buddhism in the Americas (Illinois, 2010).

NOTE



1. “Globaliza�on,” World Health Organiza�on, accessed January 25, 2014,
h�p://www.who.int/trade/glossary/story043/en/.
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I
Globalization	as	Spatial,	Cultural,	and

Economic	Deterritorialization



Chapter 1
Squaring	Freedom	with	Equity:
Challenging	the	Karma	of	the

Globalization	of	Choice
Peter D. Hershock
Buddhism and globaliza�on have a long and deeply shared history.

The early development and spread of Buddhism throughout South Asia
coincided with a period of drama�cally increasing urbaniza�on and trade,
and it was along trade routes that Buddhist teachers, teachings, and texts
first found their ways into Central, East, and Southeast Asia. In fact, from
the second to eleventh centuries Buddhism played key roles in spurring
and sustaining the circuits of exchange that connected the mul�cultural
ci�es and ports that grew up at points of intersec�on along the
transcon�nental and transoceanic “silk routes” that then linked India and
China.[1] Moreover, as Buddhists traveled across Eurasia and responded to
changing and o�en mul�cultural environments, Buddhism adapted,
resul�ng in the evolu�on of regionally dis�nct “ecologies of
enlightenment.”

This intertwining of Buddhism, trade, and globaliza�on might seem
incongruous given the early Buddhist valoriza�on of medita�ve retreat
from the “householder’s life.” But the forma�on of the Sangha as an
inten�onal community open to men and women from all social classes and
ethnic groups was almost surely facilitated by growing long-distance trade
and widespread rural-to-urban migra�on. As people le� their ancestral
villages and highly localized, agricultural ways of life to reside in urban
centers focused on commercial ac�vi�es and manufacturing, they
encountered en�rely new worlds of experience. With geographical
mobility came new freedoms, but also drama�c social and cultural
disloca�on—a combina�on conducive to making self-conscious decisions
about which iden��es and tradi�ons to retain and which to abandon.

For those cra�ing new lives in response to new circumstances,
Buddhism’s emphasis on body-mind prac�ces aimed at discerning and then
dissolving the condi�ons that foster conflict, trouble, and suffering would



have been very appealing. Early Buddhism invoked neither the authority of
ancient texts and rituals, nor that of specific cultural customs. Instead, it
proclaimed that with sufficient dedica�on and prac�ce, anyone—
regardless of gender, class, or caste—could author his or her own
libera�on. Not surprisingly, perhaps, Buddhism seems to have spread most
quickly among those embracing the new possibili�es opened by trade and
urbaniza�on. Of the people who are iden�fied by name and place of origin
in the earliest recorded teachings of the Buddha, the vast majority came
from urban areas and many were merchants, cra�smen, and landowners.
[2]

Dissolving �es to tradi�on, family iden��es, and inherited forms of
livelihood and community generates new kinds of opportunity and
freedom, but these do not necessarily bring happiness, contentment, or
the end of conflict. This is as true today as it was during the Buddha’s
life�me. And a significant factor in the con�nued relevance of Buddhist
teachings and prac�ces is that they were originally developed to enable
realizing the means-to and meaning-of living without conflict, enmity, and
suffering in a world—like our own—of fluid iden��es and the manifest
con�ngency of cultural norms. The Buddha’s guiding insight was that the
key to allevia�ng dukkḥa—the experience of discomfort, trouble, conflict,
and suffering—was realizing that all things arise interdependently. Ac�ng
like a “free agent” concerned about and responsible only for oneself is a
possibility opened by the dissolu�on of tradi�onal familial, social and
cultural �es. But however a�rac�ve it might be to act as if one is
essen�ally independent, doing so ul�mately leads to deeper entrapment in
dukkḥa-genera�ng circuits of ac�on and experience.

This cau�on against the a�rac�ons of ac�ng like essen�ally
autonomous individuals is par�cularly relevant today. Global predicaments
like human-engendered climate change or the persistence of global hunger
cannot be resolved without recognizing and respec�ng differences in
iden�ty, historical experiences, and core values, while at the same �me
subsuming these differences within ever more deeply shared
commitments to collec�ve ac�on. Breaking through this apparent aporia
requires revising our understandings of personhood and community, but
also—and in important ways—our understandings of freedom.



FREEDOM AS MODERN IDEAL AND REALITY

Freedom means many things to many people, but a now common field of
associa�ons surrounding the modern concept of freedom can be marked
out by reference to Isaiah Berlin’s seminal contrast of “nega�ve” and
“posi�ve” forms of liberty: respec�vely, the absence of constraints and
possibili�es for exercising control over our own lives.[3] That is, freedom
consists in being able to be who I want, do what I want, and go where I
want, more or less when and as I want (limited, perhaps, by allowing
others to enjoy similar liber�es). This understanding of freedom as a
func�on of achieved autonomy or self-governance has proven to be
extraordinarily powerful, and is now an almost universally cherished value.

To the extent that freedom is iden�fied with exercising individual
freedoms of choice, the present moment is arguably the freest in global
history. Over especially the past fi�y years, global waves of
democra�za�on and free market liberaliza�on have reshaped the world’s
poli�cal and economic geographies. Imperial and colonial regimes have all
but disappeared; barriers to poli�cal and economic par�cipa�on have
eroded drama�cally; and recogni�on that all people have a right to choose
lives worth living is at an historical high. Over the same period, there has
been a stunning worldwide mul�plica�on of social and cultural choices
about what to eat and drink, how to dress, what to learn, what kinds of
work to do, how to spend spare �me, who to marry, where to live, and
which communi�es and iden��es to call our own.

Yet the iden�fica�on of freedom with individual choice and powers of
self-determina�on is not a product of nature; it is a product of history. In
par�cular, it is a product of a complex and era-defining coalescence of
moderniza�on, industrializa�on, and marke�za�on processes in Western
Europe over the course of the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth
centuries. The libera�ng effects of this coalescence are undeniable. But
they have not been without shadows. The emancipatory birth of the
modern individual—delivered from the constraints of the birth family,
tradi�onal culture, and inherited community—also made possible (and
then necessary) the disciplinary cra�ing of the kinds of ci�zens, workers,
and consumers needed to further the modern agenda of na�on-building,



industrializa�on, and marke�za�on.[4] Modernity has thus involved both
the dissolu�on of tradi�onal communi�es and their replacement by
malleable collec�ves of individuals organized around shi�ing pa�erns of
common interests.

The ironic poten�al of this dis�nc�vely modern combina�on of
freedom and control became undeniable from roughly the middle of the
twen�eth century with the widespread realiza�on that ac�ons undertaken
by industrial society in deliberate pursuit of economic growth
unpredictably produce risks, threats, and hazards—like climate change—in
the face of which responsible decisions nevertheless must be made.[5] This
marked advent of what has been referred to as an era of “reflexive
moderniza�on” in which the scale and scope of interdependencies being
generated by the successes of globaliza�on and industrializa�on make it
impossible to effec�vely “export” the costs of con�nued growth, and in
which exercising the freedoms made possible by science and technology
ironically serves to amplify rather than reduce uncertainty.[6]

In addi�on to the world “risk society” generated by the dynamics of
reflexive moderniza�on, the last half century has also been marked by the
spread of the “network society” or global informa�onal capitalism.[7] One
result of the network structuring of global communica�ons and commerce
has been an accelera�on of individua�on and differen�a�on that has
brought about a progressive percola�on of decision-making processes and
assump�ons of risk through every sector and level of society. As Anthony
Giddens has noted, reflexive moderniza�on combines with the
network/market logic of ever-expanding ranges of agency and choice to
pressure individuals to ques�on exis�ng social forms (like those related to
work, family, and gender) and to construct personal iden��es and life
narra�ves under condi�ons of heightened ambiguity, uncertainty, and risk.
[8] But in addi�on, they are pressured to do so in a world in which the
resources for making effec�ve choices are becoming ever more unevenly
distributed. In sum, global dynamics have come to be structured in a way
that is conducive to a gradual and apparently ineluctable blurring of the
line between freedoms of choice and compulsions to choose.

It is thus not surprising, perhaps, that alongside the remarkable
globaliza�on of freedoms of choice as a modern ideal and contemporary



reality we have also witnessed manifestly deepening and widening gaps of
income, wealth, risk, and opportunity. Although the data for drawing long-
term conclusions is limited, the overall trend over the last two centuries—a
period characterized by increasing industrializa�on and globaliza�on—has
been one of increasing income inequality both among and within na�ons.
In 1820, the wealth and income gap between the richest 20 percent of
countries in the world and the poorest 20 percent stood at a ra�o of 3 to1.
By 1913, that ra�o had increased to 11 to 1; in 1950 it was 35 to 1; in 1973,
44 to 1; in 1992, 72 to 1; and in 1998, 86 to 1.[9] Over the twenty-year
period from 1988 to 2008, while the share of global income earned by the
poorest two-thirds of the world’s people did rise from 9.3 percent to 12.7
percent, that of the top 1 percent of the world’s people rose from 11.5
percent to 15 percent, so that a mere 60 million people at the top of the
global economic pyramid earned more than the 4 billion people making up
its base.[10] Dispari�es of wealth and consump�on are even more
pronounced, with the top 1 percent of the world’s households owning over
40 percent of global assets and the bo�om 50 percent just under 1 percent
of global wealth.[11]

It is possible that this coincidence of expanding freedoms of choice
and deepening global inequality is an historical accident or perhaps a
regre�able developmental necessity. This is a view common among the
prime beneficiaries of industrializa�on and globaliza�on—those living in
the so-called global North—but also among those who, while having
benefi�ed only marginally from these processes, have nevertheless
become convinced of the possibili�es they afford for at least some people
to go from “rags to riches.” According to this neoliberal view, however
unfair the distribu�ons of wealth, income, risk, and opportunity may be at
present, both within and among socie�es, the surest way of redressing
these imbalances is to bring ever-greater freedoms of choice to ever-
greater numbers of people.

The underlying convic�on seems to be that as long as the least well-
off in society are benefi�ng in absolute terms, enjoying higher incomes,
enhanced access to opportunity, and increasing life op�ons, then there is
no cause for concern in the dispropor�onately greater benefits that are
accruing to those who are most well-off. By taking the individual as the



ul�mate unit of analysis, the fact that those who are poorest and most at
risk are becoming increasingly worse off in rela�ve—and hence rela�onal
—terms is rendered morally irrelevant. Bluntly stated, the guarantee of
both rights and real opportuni�es for exercising meaningful life choices
effec�vely naturalizes inequality.

An alterna�ve to this view is suggested by Buddhist teachings of
interdependence and karma: the moderniza�on- and marke�za�on-driven
globaliza�on of choice is significantly implicated in growing global
inequality. While having some choices is clearly be�er than having none at
all, structuring global interdependence in accord with the valoriza�on of
individual autonomy and choice has the unintended consequence of
producing condi�ons in which globally expanding freedoms eventually
result in globally amplifying inequali�es. According to this view, far from
being an historical accident or a developmental necessity, the parallel
expansion of both freedoms of choice and inequality should be seen as
evidence of the increasingly acute need to rethink the meaning of freedom
and rear�culate our pursuits of greater global jus�ce and equity.

BUDDHIST FREEDOM: SOME UNCOMMON ASSUMPTIONS

In early Buddhism, the general term for freedom is muk� or “release.” Like
the modern Western concept of freedom, it can be framed both nega�vely
and posi�vely, but with some crucial differences. In “nega�ve” terms,
Buddhist freedom consists in being free from suffering/trouble (dukkḥa)—
most commonly expressed as libera�on from the “three poisons” of
ignorance, craving forms of desire, and aversive emo�ons. In “posi�ve”
terms, Buddhist freedom consists in being free to engage our situa�on in
an enlightened/enlightening way—a capacity that the Buddha described as
resul�ng in the suffusion of one’s en�re situa�on with the rela�onal
quali�es of compassion, equanimity, loving-kindness, and joy in the good
fortunes of others.[12]

As this descrip�on suggests, in keeping with the seminal Buddhist
insight that all things arise interdependently, freedom is not equated with
independence. Neither is freedom understood as essen�ally the property
of an individual agent—a capability that you or I have for ac�ng
autonomously. Buddhist freedom ul�mately manifests as an achieved



rela�onal quality. That is, Buddhist freedom is not a given; no one is “born
free.” Moreover, freedom is not something to which we are en�tled—a
basic human “right” possessed by each and every one of us. Freedom can
only be developed through systema�cally undertaking bodily, emo�onal,
intellectual, and social prac�ces that dissolve pa�erns of thinking, feeling,
and ac�ng that result in con�nued and/or intensifying suffering, trouble,
and conflict.

Crucially, the possibility of cul�va�ng freedom is understood in
Buddhism as a func�on of the karmic or recursively structured nature of
our lived experience. The concept of karma in pre-Buddhist India was
linked to a strict, morally inflected cause-effect connec�on between our
ac�ons and our future experiences: bad ac�ons will result in bad
experiences; good ac�ons in good experiences. Whether an ac�on is
“good” or “bad” was deemed to be a func�on of a universal moral
structure (ṛta) informing the cosmos. The Buddhist teaching of karma
differs in explicitly loca�ng moral valence in the considera�ons that inform
an ac�on, not in the ac�on itself. Succinctly stated, the Buddhist teaching
of karma is that by paying close and sustained enough a�en�on it becomes
evident that a me�culous consonance obtains between the complexion of
our own values, inten�ons, and ac�ons and the pa�erns of outcomes and
opportuni�es we experience. This means that all experienced reali�es
imply responsibility, but also that all responsibili�es imply openings for
new angles of inten�onal engagement. That is, freedom from trouble and
suffering is a func�on of our freedom to change our karma by developing
new pa�erns of values, inten�ons, and ac�ons. And, because values are
both embodied personally and embedded in social, economic, poli�cal,
cultural, and technological ins�tu�ons, Buddhist libera�on ul�mately
entails both personal and structural transforma�on—a transforma�on of
both self and society.

Freedom in this sense is not something to get; neither is it a state of
affairs or an experien�al des�na�on at which we might work to arrive.
Rather, freedom is best understood as a quality of rela�onal development
—an interac�ve arc of change that in Mahāyāna Buddhism is epitomized by
the ideal of the bodhisa�va or enlightening being who vows to work for
the libera�on and enlightenment of all sen�ent beings. Since sen�ent
beings are understood as being numberless, the bodhisa�va path is not



finite; it is infinite. Traveling this path is said to require unlimited skill-in-
means or upāya—a limitless capacity for understanding and responding to
whatever situa�ons arise in whatever ways are needed to bring about
libera�ng rela�onal dynamics. In sum, Buddhist freedom consists in
embodying superla�ve capaci�es for and commitments to realizing the
condi�ons for rela�ng freely: the improvisa�onal expression of rela�onal
virtuosity. Ul�mately, “freedom” is not a noun; it is an adverb.

THE CENTRALITY OF COMMITMENT AND RESPONSIVENESS

An important aspect of this Buddhist way of understanding freedom is that
the responsive virtuosity (upāya) of the bodhisa�vas celebrated in the
Mahāyāna canon is in�mately related to the strength and specific focus of
each bodhisa�va’s dis�nc�ve vow. A bodhisa�va’s demonstra�on of
rela�ng freely is not an exhibi�on of extraordinary task-oriented agency—
an ability to “get things done” according to choice. It is a func�on of
horizonless compassion being expressed through specific, rela�onality-
transforming commitments.

Choices imply the priority of external or con�ngent rela�ons—a world
of essen�ally dis�nct agents, ac�ons, and situa�ons or things acted within
or upon. In making choices, we survey a set of possibili�es—a set of
possible futures—and elect which one(s) to claim as our own. In making a
choice, the present moment func�ons as something like an airport
terminal from which we can depart for any one of a poten�ally unlimited
number of des�na�ons. Choosing delivers us to new circumstances in
which we may elect to remain or leave on the basis, fundamentally, of
whether we like them or not. If a par�cular choice does not deliver what
we want, we make another choice. The metaphysics of choice, we might
say, is digital.

Bodhisa�vas do not depend on making choices or aim at bringing
about specific states of affairs. Rather than involving movement from one
an�cipated or prescribed des�na�on to another, blazing the bodhisa�va
path is as emergent func�on of realizing specific quali�es of a�en�veness
and interrelatedness. It is a path of responsive modula�on in which what is
crucial are not alterna�ves among which to choose, but rather resources of
the kind and extent needed to improvise libera�ng turns in already



ongoing situa�onal dynamics—a process of more deeply and broadly
apprecia�ng (both valuing and adding value to) what is already present.
Bodhisa�va conduct is thus never decisive in the literal sense of “cu�ng
away” possibili�es to get to where or what we want in the dual sense of
what we desire and what we lack. It is an expression of con�nuously
responsive a�unement—what the Chan Buddhist teacher Baizhang (720–
814) referred to as “perfec�ng offering”: realizing apprecia�ve and
contributory virtuosity.[13] The Chinese term for offering, bushi (Sk. dāna),
can be literally translated as “expansive giving”—a dynamically connec�ve
form of giving that Baizhang iden�fies with the lived expression of
nonduality.

THE CONTRASTING KARMA OF CHOICE AND VIRTUOSITY

Karma occurs as a func�on of recursively amplifying cycles of purposeful
ac�vity and experienced consequences. Any consciously intended act will
result both in specific experien�al outcomes and in opportuni�es to
con�nue engaging in similar ac�ons or refrain from doing so. In addi�on,
the pa�erns of outcome and opportunity that we experience personally
and communally are also shaped, less specifically but perhaps more
profoundly, by the values informing our thoughts, speech, and ac�ons.
Since values are typically shared by large numbers of people over long
periods of �me, they can result in what might be called structural karma—
expressing and sustaining general pa�erns of outcome and opportunity
through customs, ins�tu�ons, and formal socioeconomic and poli�cal
systems.

Different karma will result from conceiving and valuing freedom as
contributory virtuosity or as a capacity for choosing our life circumstances
and exer�ng significant control within them. The recursively amplifying
cycle of valuing choice and control can be characterized as follows: to get
be�er at ge�ng what we want, we have to get be�er at wan�ng; but to
get be�er at wan�ng requires being con�nuously in want, so that
ul�mately we no longer want what we get. By valorizing choice and
control, we commit ourselves to a “vicious” circle of ever-intensifying and
ever-mul�plying wants and desires. Differently expressed, to sustain the
cycle involved in ge�ng be�er at controlling our situa�on, we have to



experience our situa�on as being con�nually both open to and in need of
further control. The result, over �me, is that we create structural and
dynamic condi�ons for living in increasingly controlled environments that
are nevertheless characterized by heightening dissa�sfac�on and
insecurity.

Using a dis�nc�on usefully formulated by James Carse, we can say
that the karma of iden�fying freedom with choice and control reduces the
pursuit of freedom to a “finite game”—something played in order to finish
and hopefully win.[14] Freedom in this sense both results from and
expresses power or the ability to determine what happens, when, and
how. This kind of freedom can be exercised in parallel and in conflict, but it
cannot truly be shared. Granted this, it is not surprising that in socie�es
that also value equality, technological resources are used to ensure the
presence of what might be called drama�c insula�on or buffers that—like
mobile media devices—enable experien�al choices to be made
con�nuously without directly affec�ng others.[15] In contrast, the pursuit of
freedom epitomized by the bodhisa�va ideal entails commitment to an
“infinite game”—a game that is not played to finish and win, but rather to
improve the quality of play. In playing infinite games—like marriage or
paren�ng—power is a liability. What is needed is strength or the recep�ve
and responsive resources to be able to sustain and enhance the interests
and contribu�ons of all involved. In Buddhist terms, the pursuit of freedom
commits us to developing the rela�onal virtuosity needed to realize kuśala
arcs of change with and for all.

REALIZING KUŚALA CONDUCT

The Buddhist concept of kuśala is par�cularly important for discussions of
freedom and issues of difference. In an important early dialogue
(Sakkapañha Su�a, Digha Nikaya 21), the Buddha is asked to explain why it
is that human beings generally intend to live harmoniously and without
enmity, but s�ll end up embroiled in almost con�nual and o�en violent
conflict. He first responds by no�ng how likes and dislikes lead to jealousies
and avarice; how likes and dislikes are informed by craving desires, which is
in turn informed by ignorance. But when pressed to locate the source of
these factors implicated in strife, he traces them back to papañca or the



obsessive prolifera�on of rela�onal blockages. When asked what can be
done to dissolve our apparently quite deep propensi�es for papañca and
finally put an end to conflict, he advises a�ending to the outcomes of our
values-inten�ons-ac�ons. Whenever a complexion of values-inten�ons-
ac�ons brings about kuśala eventuali�es, we should deepen commitment
to it. At the same �me, whenever the outcomes are aku ś ala, we should
withdraw commitment to the values-inten�ons-ac�ons implicated in their
occurrence. In this way, he declares, the condi�ons leading to conflict,
trouble, and suffering will be dissolved.

The word kuśala is o�en translated as “good,” “wholesome,” or
“skilled,” and its nominal opposite, akuśala, as “bad,” “unwholesome,” or
“unskilled.” This portrays the Buddha’s advice on ending conflict and
enmity in familiar and quite mundane moral terms: do what is good and
avoid evil. But kuśala is actually a superla�ve; it connotes the realiza�on of
exemplary or virtuosic conduct and rela�onal dynamics. Akuśala thus
encompasses whatever is not superla�ve, including all that we would
conven�onally regard as good, mediocre, and bad. Far from mapping onto
such familiar dichotomies as good/bad, skilled/unskilled or the more
experien�ally basic like/dislike, the kuśala/akuśala dis�nc�on directs
a�en�on to possibili�es for moving perpendicular or oblique to the
conven�onal spectrum of evalua�ve judgments running from good to bad:
realizing conduct, outcomes, and opportuni�es that exceed expecta�ons
by opening up new ranges and modali�es of rela�onal apprecia�on. This is
the kind of freedom that bodhisa�vas vow to exemplify.

GLOBALIZATION RECONSIDERED

The kuśala/akuśala dis�nc�on sheds useful karmic light on the adage that
“the road to hell is paved with good inten�ons.” But it also affords a way of
gaining cri�cal trac�on with respect to the troubling coincidence of
increasing freedoms of choice and deepening inequali�es that has been
correlated with the dynamics of globaliza�on over the last two centuries.
Have these dynamics, and the values and inten�ons informing them,
brought about kuśala pa�erns of outcome and opportunity?

There is no denying that the pa�ern of outcomes and opportuni�es
resul�ng from the expansion of individual freedoms of choice through the



interlinked processes of moderniza�on, industrializa�on, marke�za�on,
and democra�za�on has been a “good” one. These processes have been
instrumental in bringing about historically unmatched wealth, average life
expectancies, and educa�onal a�ainment. The vast majority of the world’s
people enjoy higher incomes and greater physical and social mobility than
ever before. Many of the world’s most egregious opportunity barriers with
respect to gender, ethnicity, and religion have been at least legally
dissolved, and the extent to which individuals can exercise control over
their life circumstances and the contents of their day-to-day experiences is
without historical parallel.

At the same �me, however, in spite of absolute gains made by each
individual, the majority of the world’s people have been falling into ever-
greater rela�onal disadvantage, receiving a decreasing share of global
developmental benefits. The current standard measure of inequality is the
so-called Gini coefficient, where 0 indicates perfect equality (everyone has
the same share, for example, of world income) and 100 indicates perfect
inequality (where one person receives all income). A Gini of 50 is generally
regarded as a socially and poli�cally disrup�ve degree of inequality. The
global Gini coefficient for income in 1820 was 43; in 1850 it was 53.2; in
1913 it was 61; in 1950 it was 64; in 1980 it was 65.7; and in 2002 it
reached 70.7.[16] The Gini coefficient for wealth in 2000 was 89.2—the
equivalent of one person in a group of ten having ninety-nine bagels at the
breakfast table and the other nine people having to split just one.[17]

Parallel to this skewing of shares in the benefits of globaliza�on,
industrializa�on, and marke�za�on, there has been a comparable skewing
of shares in the burdens of con�nued growth. The produc�on of risks,
threats, and hazards under condi�ons of reflexive moderniza�on can be
viewed as a “natural” func�on of crossing certain scale thresholds, related
in part to genera�ng basic subsistence goods for a global popula�on that
has now passed seven billion. But how such “public bads” as air and water
pollu�on, industrial waste, and environmental degrada�on are distributed
is a ma�er of global policy choices, and it has been very far from
egalitarian. The geography of risks, threats, and hazards is extraordinarily
uneven, with those who are receiving the fewest benefits of industrial
produc�on being saddled with far and away the greatest cost burdens. The



combined result, in the words of the World Bank, is that one out of every
five people dwell in such degraded and degrading condi�ons that they lack
“even the hope of a dignified life.” So dire are these emerging dispari�es
that they are now seen by the global security and intelligence communi�es
as cons�tu�ng major threats. As stated by the U.S. director of na�onal
intelligence, compe��on over natural resources and conflicts resul�ng
from climate and market instabili�es over the next decades are likely to
exacerbate state weakness, force mass human migra�ons, trigger riots, and
fuel criminal and terrorist ac�vity in ways that will have significant and yet
unpredictable regional and global impacts.[18]

Seen in karmic terms, this correla�on of expanding par�cipatory
rights and ranges of choice with drama�cally increasing inequality and
rela�onal degrada�on is a result of conflicts within globally dominant
constella�ons of social, economic, and poli�cal values. Realizing a truly
kuśala global developmental trajectory requires changing our shared
karma: a responsive reconfigura�on of our values, and the inten�ons,
prac�ces, and ins�tu�ons through which they are expressed.

RETHINKING FREEDOM AND EQUITY

There are, of course, many values—and, indeed, many predicament-
genera�ng conflicts of values—that have been involved in shaping the
complexion of outcomes and opportuni�es associated with moderniza�on,
industrializa�on, and globaliza�on. Freedom has been selected for
considera�on here because it is a value that directs a�en�on to qualita�ve
dimensions of ac�ng among, with, on, and for others, and because it has
important felt dimensions. That is, freedom is a value that bridges between
or mutually implicates what are customarily regarded as the subjec�ve and
objec�ve spheres, and its most readily observable karmic impacts occur at
the interface of the private and public spheres where the implica�ons of
growing interdependence and interpenetra�on are also most palpably
evident.

Freedom is also a value that is profoundly implicated in considera�ons
of whether the degrees of inequality with respect to income, wealth,
resource use, and risk can be considered either fair or just. In deciding
whether inequali�es of the sort just rehearsed cons�tute evidence of



structurally generated inequity, it ma�ers greatly whether we conceive of
freedom in terms of individual agents being endowed with rights to act
autonomously or in terms of rela�onally manifest responsive virtuosity.
When everyone in a country enjoys, for example, the same freedoms of
choice, universal access to educa�on, and iden�cal legal protec�ons,
socioeconomic inequali�es can be jus�fied by a�ribu�ng differences in
achieved outcome to differences in the amount and quality of effort
devoted to ge�ng ahead. Those who work hardest and most inven�vely
get the greatest benefit; those who do the minimal work needed at the
lowest acceptable quality simply get their due.

Business leaders o�en invoke this thinking when they assert the so-
called 90-9-1 rule: 1 percent of the people are path-breakers and project-
makers, 9 percent occasionally offer crucial help, and the rest are simply
along for the ride. This ra�o is o�en used to “explain,” for example, why
the top 1 percent of Americans received 80 percent of the total increase of
income from 1980 to 2007.[19] They “deserved” it on the basis of their
superior exercise of naturally given and legally guaranteed freedoms; they
made the best choices and greatest contribu�ons. This kind of reasoning
relies, of course, on incomplete or inaccurate assump�ons. Everyone does
not have the same quality of informa�on for making investment choices,
for example. Anyone with a computer can engage in online stock and
securi�es trading, and with the trend toward priva�za�on of re�rement
benefits, doing so directly or indirectly has become a contemporary
necessity. But since informa�on on the floor of the stock market exchange
has a half-life of eighteen seconds, financial decisions based on informa�on
older than this—as average ci�zens do—will always be behind the
investment curve. The global playing field, though open to all, is not at all
level.

The immediate point here is not to ques�on whether the investment
game is “rigged” or cast doubts on the moral integrity of the major players
in that game. Rather, it is to open a space for ques�oning the way in which
valorizing individual choice may be in significant tension with achieving
equity. Earlier it was noted that one of the peculiari�es of the late
twen�eth and early twenty-first centuries is that we find ourselves faced
with an aporia regarding difference. As a result of the arcs of change



dis�nc�vely sustained by both modern and postmodern valoriza�ons of
equality, we are compelled to recognize and respect differences to an
extent that is historically unprecedented; at the same �me, the kinds of
global predicaments we are facing require subordina�ng our differences in
working across cultural as well as na�onal boundaries to generate
prac�cally effec�ve degrees and depths of shared resolve. In light of the
Buddhist concept of karma, it seems that passing through this aporia will
require shi�ing from an essen�ally individual concep�on of freedom to
one that is robustly rela�onal. But it will also require a significant
rethinking of the meaning of equity.

The Western concept of equity can be traced back to Aristotle, who
invoked equity considera�ons when the universal applica�on of a law—
trea�ng everyone the same—would result in a failure of jus�ce.[20] That is,
equity implied the possibility of appeal on the basis of the uniqueness of a
specific case. This concept of equity remained in use un�l the early modern
era, but has since been gradually transformed in keeping with modern
emphases on universality and equality. The now globally dominant
concep�on of equity centers on realizing condi�ons in which all individuals
enjoy equality of opportunity, where the relevant “individuals” may be
persons, ethnic groups, countries or groups united by common interests or
qualifica�ons like gender, age, or disability. This modern concep�on of
equity has its basis in convic�ons that all people have the same universal
human nature and are endowed with a common set of rights or
en�tlements, including rights to pursue lives worth living. Given this, it
follows that jus�ce will be served if every individual enjoys the same
(relevant) ranges of opportunity, the same prospects of ac�ng in their own
self-interest.

Especially over the last half century, this way of thinking about equity
has had powerful emancipatory effects. In the United States, for example,
the successes of the civil rights and women’s libera�on movements have
depended on appeals to a truly universal reading of the principle of
equality of opportunity. But this concep�on of equity as a measure of the
compara�ve status of individuals in rela�ons to issues of access and
opportunity has come to have quite limited cri�cal and prac�cal trac�on.
In a world that is systemically disposed toward the mul�plica�on and



magnifica�on of differences, especially a predicament-rich world of
deepening global interdependence and interpenetra�on, con�nuing to
take individuals (however construed) as the basic units of cri�cal concern
will result in con�nuously diminishing returns on effort. Jus�ce and equity
will become increasingly abstract and distant goals—widely championed
“public goods” that no one is ul�mately responsible for delivering.

If the valoriza�on of choice is one half of the contemporary dilemma
of prac�cally squaring freedom with equity, the valoriza�on of equality is
the other half. As powerful an ideal as equality has been in beginning to
redress injus�ces based on differences in, for instance, gender, ethnicity,
and religion, equality remains a fic�on. As any woman, person of color, or
recent immigrant will a�est, we are all not yet equal. Fic�ons can be very
powerful, but their power is neither absolute nor eternal. The real
challenge of squaring freedom with equity is not one of elimina�ng
differences and bringing about what might be called a world of all-frozen
sameness. As Aristotle understood, differences must be taken cri�cally and
func�onally into account. In Buddhist terms, the challenge is to do so in
ways that are conducive to discerning how ongoing processes of
differen�a�on might be inflected to bring about kuśala pa�erns of
outcome and opportunity for all.

This means grappling both with the apparent opposi�on of sameness
and difference, and with the tension between the modern agenda of
“global unifica�on” and the postmodern agenda of “free varia�on.”[21]

Some guidance in envisioning what this might mean can be gleaned from
drawing a robust dis�nc�on between variety and diversity.

Variety is a quan�ta�ve index of simple mul�plicity. It simply connotes
the presence of a range of things that in some way differ from each other.
Implying nothing more than coexistence, variety is visible at a glance.
Diversity is a qualita�ve index of the degree to which differences are being
actualized as the basis of mutual contribu�on to sustainably shared
welfare. Diversity manifests only when, in some significant degree, things
not only differ from but also differ for one another. Instead of indica�ng
mere coexistence, diversity indicates the presence of complex and
coordina�on-enriching interdependence. Diversity cannot be seen at a
glance or forced, and emerges (if at all) only over �me as a dis�nc�ve



rela�onal achievement. To give a concrete example: zoos exhibit species
variety; healthy ecosystems express species diversity.

This dis�nc�on suggests an important extension of difference-
sensi�ve premodern concep�ons of equity, going beyond linking
differences to needs for special compensa�on or considera�on toward
more fully qualita�ve and robustly rela�onal concep�ons of equity and
jus�ce. One approach, consistent with Buddhist valoriza�ons of the
bodhisa�va path, is to see equity as a rela�onal index of heightening
capaci�es for and commitments to furthering our own self-interests in
ways deemed valuable by others. This would mean that pursuing greater
equity would consist in realizing condi�ons suited to the emergence and
cul�va�on of rela�onal virtuosity. Or in slightly different terms, it would
mean realizing that there ul�mately is no equity without sustained
diversity.

This way of understanding diversity and equity draws on Mahāyāna
Buddhist teachings of nonduality that are built on the insight that
interdependence (pra�tya-samutpāda) implies emp�ness (śūnyatā) or the
absence of essen�al natures or fixed iden��es. These teachings come to
greatest frui�on, perhaps, in the Chinese Huayan tradi�on and the work of
the monk, Fazang (643–712). Fazang argued that if mutual causality is
inseparable from emp�ness, then interdependence entails
interpenetra�on: the world we experience is an ecological matrix that
emerges through the shared func�oning of each thing or being as a
dis�nc�ve cause of the totality of the real.[22] That is, all things are what
they mean for one another; all things are the same, precisely insofar as
they differ meaningfully from and for one another. Whether we find
ourselves living in saṃsāra (rela�onships fraught with trouble and
suffering) or nirvāṇa (libera�ng pa�erns of rela�onality) is ul�mately a
func�on of how well we differ for one another. Equity is not a compara�ve
measure of access or opportunity—a measure that methodologically sets
individuals apart from each other and that insists ul�mately on the
dualis�c segrega�on of self and other. It is a measure of rela�onally
realized and irreducibly compassionate concern.

CONCLUDING REMARKS



Buddhist freedom is not ul�mately something you or I could possess as
individuals. But neither is it some innate, universal trait that we have as
human beings—a defining property of our universal human nature. To
make use of a conceptual contrast framed by Jean-Luc Nancy, freedom is
not something we have in common (a founda�onal essence), but it is
something in which we might each have a dis�nct contributory share.[23]

The inequali�es we are collec�vely genera�ng are also not something
we all have in common; some of us are affected by them much more
drama�cally—and at �mes tragically—than others. They are, however,
phenomena in the arising of which we all have a share. The persistence of
these inequali�es and the conflicts, trouble, and suffering that they
engender are indices of our personal and structural failures to engage in
the “perfec�on of offering”; they are an expression of the karma we make
by construing freedom predominantly in terms of individually exercising
freedoms of choice and exer�ng as much control over our circumstances
and experiences as we possibly can. Conceiving of freedom in terms of
rela�onally manifest and resolutely compassionate virtuosity offers an
alterna�ve—one that can be measured qualita�vely by the depths of our
commitments to rela�onal equity.

Freedom and equity in the Buddhist terms suggested here are not
goals at which we might one day arrive. Like the bodhisa�va path, they
specify direc�ons of infinite endeavor that express the depth and sincerity
of the resolu�on (the clarity and commitment) that we share in working to
reorient the dynamics of our interdependence. Perhaps the most
important ques�ons we can ask about freedom are no longer ques�ons
about how much of it we have or want or need, but rather ques�ons about
how well we are moving beyond preoccupa�ons with how much we differ
from each other to demonstra�ng freely how well we can differ for one
another.
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Chapter 2
Alice	Walker,	the	Grand	Mother,	and	a
Buddhist-Womanist	Response	to

Globalization
Carolyn M. Jones Medine
Alice Walker’s four-part defini�on of womanist emphasizes intensity,

depth, and richness, or, as part four states, “Womanist is to feminist as
purple is to lavender.”[1] The womanist’s quali�es are deployed, for Walker,
in rela�on: in a�en�on to self, to other, to community, and in transgressive
ac�on. The womanist, says Walker, is capable: “‘Mama, I’m walking to
Canada and I’m taking you and a bunch of other slaves with me.’ Reply: ‘It
wouldn’t be the first �me.’”[2] A womanist loves: “Loves music. Loves
dance. Loves the moon. Loves the Spirit. Loves love and food and
roundness. Loves struggle. Loves the Folk. Loves herself. Regardless.”[3]

Walker has moved from the American South into the global world,
bearing this womanist spirit. In this chapter, I first connect the four-part
defini�on of a womanist to Walker’s defini�on of the revolu�onary ar�st,
both of which are set forth in In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens as a kind
of pla�orm for ac�on, and I then trace the development of the womanist
revolu�onary ar�st into the Grand Mother spirit of later works, especially
as this development has been influenced by Walker’s Buddhist prac�ce.[4]

It is the womanist revolu�onary ar�st that brings compassion and peace
and a demand for jus�ce to the global world. To examine this globalized
incarna�on of the revolu�onary ar�st, I bring the work of Jürgen
Osterhammel and Niels P. Petersson, as well as that of Arjun Appadurai, to
two of Walker’s more recent works, Overcoming Speechlessness: A Poet
Encounters the Horror in Rwanda, Eastern Congo, and Pales�ne/Israel and
the poems in Hard Times Require Furious Dancing, works in which the
Grand Mother spirit first appears. Following this development, I trace the
con�nuity and the simultaneous expansion and deepening of Walker’s
thought and ac�on, especially as these are deepened and widened by her
embrace of Buddhism, which has globalized and further spiritualized her
ac�ons. As a womanist revolu�onary ar�st, Walker’s desire is not to



become a Buddhist but to become a Buddha. It is in this process that we
see the womanist revolu�onary ar�st aging into the Grand Mother spirit, a
force perhaps less physically powerful but more spiritually dynamic and
global—even cosmic—in her scope.[5]

WOMANIST THOUGHT AND POSTCOLONIAL IMAGINATION:
THE WOMANIST REVOLUTIONARY ARTIST

In Postcolonial Imagina�on and Feminist Theory Kwok Pui Lan argues that
the postcolonial feminist imagina�on discerns what does not fit within the
master narra�ve. The imagina�on finds those cracks, fissures, and
openings that refuse to fit the master narra�ve framework, and it arrives at
an alterna�ve image or pa�ern that allows this discredited meaning an
interpreta�on and an authorita�ve place. Using a dialogical method to
imagine a new whole, mindful of the meaning that remains under erasure
within the master storyline, the postcolonial feminist imagina�on a�empts
to construct a narra�ve that includes both history and memory.[6] Based on
Kwok’s defini�on, Walker’s work has always been postcolonial. From its
incep�on, her work has been deeply concerned with the memory of those
who had no place in the master narra�ve. Her womanist epistemology puts
memory on the same plane with history, rewri�ng and reconstruc�ng
American—and now, global—story and iden�ty. This begins with her work
in the civil rights movement, which centers all her thought, but emerges
par�cularly clearly in her founda�onal book In Search of Our Mothers’
Gardens.

In Search is governed by three themes: the search for ar�s�c models,
like Zora Neale Hurston; the work of the civil rights movement; and
motherhood, which affirms the new being that black women have the
poten�al to become, as free selves, with voice and agency. Many thinkers
have unpacked the meaning of the “four-part defini�on” of womanist that
opens In Search, but as cri�cs we tend to use it independently of the book.
I would suggest that the one cannot be read without the other, and that
the task of the revolu�onary ar�st emerges in the essays that form the
text, which I read as mul�vocal autobiography, as dis�lla�on of Walker’s
experiences into a lyrical pla�orm. The defini�on, therefore, demonstrates
its own construc�on, showing how to move from praxis to theory, as we



see Walker write it in rela�on to those women and situa�ons that she
encounters in her social jus�ce work. Above all, real women shape the
four-part defini�on, as seen in the following two examples.

First, it is Core�a Sco� King who tells Walker that we need a new
defini�on of “woman”:

When you think of what some black women have gone through, and
then look at how beau�ful they s�ll are! It is incredible that they s�ll
believe in the values of the race, that they have retained a love of
jus�ce, that they can s�ll feel the deepest compassion, not only for
themselves but for anybody who is oppressed; this is a kind of
miracle, something we have that we must preserve and must pass on.
[7]

Seeking a defini�on that will honor this new being, Walker has to
reframe old ideas. Being “womanish,” for example, in the posi�ve sense is
a reconstruc�on for Walker. She recounts in “Brothers and Sisters” how her
mother thought being womanish, par�cularly in rela�on to sexuality, was a
bad thing.[8] Yet, Walker recognizes the spirited and spiritual quality of
being womanish when she remembers herself, as a child, giving her Easter
speech: “I can tell that they admire my dress, but it is my spirit, bordering
on sassiness (womanishness), they secretly applaud.”[9] Applauding
womanishness openly is what the defini�on, then, does.

A second example from Walker’s experiences shows up the in the
defini�on as the claim that the womanist “loves dance.” Walker discovers
the womanist power of dance in her search for Zora Neale Hurston. A Mrs.
Moseley, who knew Zora, reveals about herself that she “loved to dance”
when she was a young woman, because her husband was so “good.” He
allowed her to be free: “‘I was so free I had to pinch myself some�mes to
tell if I was a married woman.’”[10] This linking of freedom to dance,
through this par�cular woman, then, moves into the defini�on, and
becomes indispensable to Walker’s later work.

These—and other—themes in the four-part defini�on are key to the
work of the revolu�onary ar�st whose tasks are five.[11] First, the
revolu�onary ar�st witnesses and records: that is to say, she is involved in
the preserva�on of the facts of ordinary lives she encounters and in the



(re-)crea�on/representa�on, in the proper and accessible forms, of the
meaning of those lives. Second, this means that the revolu�onary ar�st “is
concerned with the least glamorous stuff,” or the needs and thoughts of
ordinary folk. Third, the revolu�onary ar�st supports: she stands with the
people—a feature that will also describe the Grand Mother. Fourth, the
revolu�onary ar�st makes public the “miracle” that black women are in
their struggles for jus�ce. Here, Walker par�cularly emphasizes the values
of the civil rights movement, in that the revolu�onary ar�st uncovers
tension but temper hates. She may hate what large groups stand for, but
she has tolerance toward individuals. Finally, the revolu�onary ar�st must
not just present but also instruct: The revolu�onary ar�st is a teacher,
presen�ng in her art the lives of people who usually go unseen, thus
helping her audience to reach wisdom through compassion.[12] I would
stress, in this fi�h task, that the revolu�onary ar�st teaches through story,
asking the ques�on, “What has been our role in the great story of
humanity, in history and culture?”[13]

GLOBALIZATION AND THE EXPANSION OF THE ROLE OF THE
WOMANIST REVOLUTIONARY ARTIST

In In Search, Walker’s revolu�onary ar�st comes fully into being in the role
of mother, through the child’s recogni�on of the mother’s face that sets
the mother free to act in the world. Even that which served to isolate
Walker as a child—her wounded and scarred eye—but which was key to
her development as an ar�st, is affirmed in the mother-child rela�onship
when her daughter sees a “world” in her eye.[14] The mother, whose face is
recognized and named by the child, can dance, and the other “bright-faced
dancer” who joins her, is “me”: “beau�ful, whole, and free.”[15] Hence, it is
undergoing the gaze of the loving other that heals the double
consciousness and equips the revolu�onary ar�st to do the same for
others in turn, becoming ac�ve “witness.”[16]

The womanist revolu�onary ar�st, we see, is a posi�ve figure.
Walker’s work has been aligned with existen�alism, and I would argue that
that alignment is correct, if Albert Camus is the source. Walker’s
revolu�onary ar�st, mother, and, as we shall see, Grand Mother, all answer



Camus’s ques�on in The Rebel: “What or who is that you love so much that
you are willing to give up your life for this “essence of love?”[17] To rebel, to
be a revolu�onary, therefore, is not to turn away from something or
someone but to claim the freedom to turn toward and to be for the
suffering other. This involves, first, a natural and emo�onal response to
violence: outrage, a demand for jus�ce that addresses social ills. It is,
second, a ra�onal, religious, and poli�cal response: a way to stand up for
the persons that are weak and for the causes and virtues that are human
and good; and in making that stance, to call all others who see the
importance of those virtues and all those who need safety to enter the
protec�on of the revolu�onary ar�st’s power while she witnesses to a
global world.

While Walker looked beyond the borders of the United States, to
Cuba, for example, in In Search, her recent work has engaged globaliza�on
in new ways. What do we mean here when we invoke that term? In
Globaliza�on: A Short History, Osterhammel and Petersson suggest that in
globaliza�on, the world is simultaneously smaller (everyone is linked) and
larger (horizons are broadened).[18] They do not deny that there has always
been globaliza�on, but they recognize that our current world brings new
dimensions to the phenomenon. For example, there is “space-�me
compression,” as David Harvey suggests, through the virtual world. Speed
of contact, therefore, is increased and issues like the environment may be
discussed in global terms.[19] New social forms are made possible by
technology, both crea�ve and destruc�ve ones.

As Arjun Appadurai argues in Fear of Small Numbers: An Essay on the
Geography of Anger, globaliza�on is both an ins�tu�onal and structural
ma�er.[20] He notes that in the new geography created by globaliza�on,
once se�led ideas like freedom, the market, democracy, and rights do not
operate in the same way and do not stay in place. He uses the terms
vertebrate and cellular to show how the na�on-state experiences the
effects of global systems and the unse�ling of its terms. The vertebrate
involves the na�on-state and its occupa�on of a territory, marked by
hierarchies, protocols, and orders. In contrast, the cellular “laboratory”
cons�tutes an alterna�ve global polity that is mobile, recombinant, and
dena�onalized. Like the vertebrate state, it u�lizes global technology and



the accompanying ability to move people, goods, and money quickly, but in
its de-centeredness, it can roam and be opportunis�c.[21] The modern
na�on-state is a hybrid, in which the vertebrate and the cellular overlap
and are o�en complicit with each other. This movement across boundaries
opens inters��al space in which, as Appadurai argues, terrorist networks,
which are cellular, can work. They func�on, he tells us, in the opportunis�c
spaces created by the “fantasy” of the na�on state that it is sovereign.[22]

Yet, for Appadurai, the vertebrate and the cellular can both clash and
complement. While terrorism is one face of the cellular, “deep democracy”
is another. Appadurai himself is most interested in how global networks
put resources into the hands of those at the local level—par�cularly
women who tackle local problems “one issue and one alliance at a �me, in
partnership with other women,” poten�ally forming even interna�onal
coali�ons.[23]

In many ways, globaliza�on is about movement—the movement of
informa�on, money, and goods, but also of people. In Imperial Eyes:
Wri�ng and Transcultura�on, Mary Louise Pra� recognizes the “reverse
diaspora” that is occurring in the global world, as ex-colonials move to the
metropolis.[24] A second element of movement is those fleeing terror, as,
for example, people flee the crisis in Syria and other places. Alice Walker’s
name suggests movement: she kept the name of her enslaved great-great-
great-grandmother who walked from Virginia to Eatonton, Georgia.[25] She
has con�nued her ancestor’s movement into places of diaspora and
violence in order to witness, adding another element to the work of the
womanist revolu�onary ar�st: Buddhist prac�ce.

THE WOMANIST BUDDHIST REVOLUTIONARY ARTIST:
MOVEMENT AND/AS HEALING

Walker’s Buddhist prac�ce reflects a willingness to undergo the pain of the
other and then to witness, for�fied by the values of the civil rights
movement, which asks the nonviolent resister to dwell in uncondi�onal
love of the one oppressing her. In helping others to reach wisdom through
compassion, Walker found that Buddhism was a part of her life before she
even knew it: “I felt the Buddha’s spirit long before I began to study his



words.”[26] Like Walker, many African Americans have turned to Buddhism
as a second path for freedom. The civil rights movement gave legal
freedoms to African American people, but it did not create, for many,
internal freedom. Though nonviolent resistance is a method for social
change, it did not offer a way to con�nue to live with the everyday pain of
racism.

Consider that Walker has an uneasy rela�onship to Chris�anity. She
recognizes that African Americans received the Bible in the midst of
oppression. While King is her hero, his nonviolence, pa�erned on Gandhi
as much as Christ, is what forms her thinking. And, the ques�on of how to
maintain movement in the self without an organized external movement,
and when so many legal ba�les seem to have been won, is a pressing one.
Walker always has been fearless in her quest for freedom, willing to
experiment, but she does not want to be a “Chris�an” or a “Buddhist.”
Rather, she seeks awakening: to be a Buddha or a Christ, holding what
might look like contradictory ideas—for example, mixing theism and
nontheism—through the principles of the womanist four-part defini�on.

I would suggest, then, that Buddhism extends the work of Civil Rights
for Walker, providing concrete individual prac�ce, and extends the spirit of
the defini�on of womanist, opening a way to connect prac�ce to ongoing
movement, to work in the world as the revolu�onary ar�st. Walker, as a
womanist-Buddhist loves and embraces struggle[27] —not for the pain of it
but because life is suffering. Suffering, addressed with prac�ce, can lead to
freedom—or, to Canada, as the four-part defini�on suggests. Jennifer
Leath shows us in “Canada and Pure Land, a New Field and Buddha-Land”
how the idea of movement links civil rights and Buddhist prac�ce. “Walking
to Canada,” Leath argues, is both ideological and pragma�c:

It reinterprets the antebellum objec�ve of migra�ng toward freedom
for various postbellum �mes and condi�ons (i.e., movement through
�me). It is an ongoing journey from slavery to freedom (i.e.,
movement from one social posi�on to another). Walker asserts that
although our “Canada” may change, the quest for freedom, for
oneself and one’s community, remains the objec�ve for womanists.
[28]



It is logical that Walker might incorporate Buddhism, and especially
the ac�vist movement of Engaged Buddhism, into her spiritual journey. As
Donald Swearer notes in “The Worldliness of Buddhism,” Engaged
Buddhism came into world consciousness parallel to the civil rights
movement in America and during the Vietnam War. The architect of
Engaged Buddhism is Thich Nhat Hanh, a Vietnamese Buddhist monk,
whom Mar�n Luther King Jr. nominated for a Nobel Peace Prize in 1967.[29]

As Judith Simmer-Brown suggests, Engaged Buddhism works on issues like
ecology, peace, consumerism and globaliza�on, homelessness, and AIDS
through tradi�onal Buddhist prac�ces of medita�on and listening deeply to
suffering because “[t]he keystone for Engaged Buddhism is the
interdependence of all things, so that the suffering of others is also one’s
own suffering, and the violence of others is also one’s own violence.[30]

Thich Nhat Hanh affirms this and sounds very much like Mar�n Luther King
Jr. as he says in an interview, “The pure land of the Buddha is not a ma�er
of the future. . . . [I]t is possible for us to recognize the presence of the
Buddha . . . here and now.”[31]

Walker makes clear the connec�ons between civil rights and her
Buddhist prac�ce in an essay, “This Was Not an Area of Large Planta�ons:
Suffering Too Insignificant for the Majority to See.” In Buddhist thought,
she found an interroga�on of suffering that spoke to her and that
paralleled a life-affirming sensibility that she sees as cons�tu�ve of African
American experience. While African Americans are consumed by suffering,
they nevertheless retain, a “compassionate, generous, life-affirming nature
[that] is our Buddha nature. It is how we innately are.”[32]

Walker notes, as Katherine Daley-Bailey and I do in our work on Ernest
Gaines’s A Lesson Before Dying, that the body movements and posi�ons of
the Buddha on which Walker concentrates—si�ng and walking—are all
body movements that became ritualized in the civil rights movement and
are ritualized in religious prac�ce.[33] The Buddha’s ac�ons move Walker to
deepen her prac�ce. In our world, she argues, “This is not a �me to live
without a prac�ce”; and she adds, “We will be double bere� without some
form of prac�ce that connects us, in a caring way, to what begins to feel
like a dissolving world.”[34] Prac�ce generates compassion, healing, and
hope. Walker writes that everything is changing, is impermanent—this is a



good thing. As Mar�n Luther King Jr. recognizes, God is on the side of
jus�ce; therefore, change can move us towards more just condi�ons.
Walker adds:

Looking about us at the wreckage, it is clear to all that in enslaving us,
torturing us, trying to get “ahead” on the basis of our misery, our
oppressors in the past had no idea at all what they were doing. They
s�ll don’t. As we prac�ce, let this thought deeply root. From this
perspec�ve, our compassion for their ignorance seems the only just
tribute to our survival.[35]

Walker extends the energy from her prac�ce to all oppressed peoples
who constantly seem to be being moved and “removed from the
planet.”[36] In one of her most recent books, Overcoming Speechlessness: A
Poet Encounters the Horror in Rwanda, Eastern Congo and
Pales�ne/Israel,” which emerged from her work with CODEPINK, a
women’s grassroots peace movement that is one of Appadurai’s cellular
networks,[37] Walker writes that the horrors that she sees around the
world seem very similar to those she experienced in the American south.
[38] Indeed, Walker links atrocity across con�nents, recognizing that those
who perpetuate horror learn from each other, as Hitler learned how to
deal with “the Jewish problem” by watching America “deal with” Na�ve
Americans.[39]

In her womanist-Buddhist “outrageous, audacious, courageous . . .
willful”[40] presence in these places of terror, the con�nuity of Walker’s
thought and its development are apparent. In a womanist revolu�onary
ar�st mode, what Walker does is witness: “I did what I had come to do:
witness.”[41] She con�nues to record the voices of ordinary women and to
fight for their freedom. To this she adds Buddhist compassion and the
reality of interdependence: “What has happened to humanity? More tears
of resolve followed. Because whatever has happened to humanity,
whatever is currently happening to humanity, it is happening to all of
us.”[42] She con�nues to give voice. Walker writes, “the world is at last
finding its voice about everything that harms it.”[43]



And, she dances. In Walker’s womanist-Buddhist thought, we see an
evolu�on of the “Loves to dance” of womanist thought. Dance, for the
womanist-Buddhist Walker, is a form of witness and solidarity as well as
hope. Walker writes, a�er her experiences in Rwanda and other places,
and finding herself in Gaza City that “[s]i�ng didn’t last. . . . Nothing to do,
finally, but dance.[44] The dance the women do is about “[s]orrow, loss,
pain, suffering, all pounded into the floor for over an hour.” It is
accompanied by tears and sweat, and is a sign of “joy, unity, solidarity, and
gra�tude.” Walker writes, “The feeling of love was immense. The ecstasy,
sublime.”[45] There is, in accordance with Walker’s womanist defini�on, a
drawing down and an exchange of the Spirit that is a counterforce to the
will to power of terror:

I also knew that this Spirit, which I have encountered in Mississippi,
Georgia, the Congo, Cuba, Rwanda and Burma, among other places,
this Spirit that knows how to dance in the face of disaster, will never
be crushed. It is as �meless as the wind. We think it is only inside out
bodies, but we also inhabit it. Even when we are unaware of its
presence internally, it wears us like a cloak.[46]

This dancer, like the dancer in In Search, affirms iden�ty, but through
Buddhist compassion, extends it: this is the Grand Mother spirit.

THE GRAND MOTHER SPIRIT

In a Chan story, soon-to-be master Linji (d. 867) is an i�nerant monk, one
who travels on foot, like Alice Walker, seeking awakening outside of the
monastery. As a young man, he is a monk at the monastery of master
Huangbo (d. 857). The head of the monk’s hall encourages young Linji to
seek instruc�on from the master. Linji a�empts to ques�on the master
three �mes, but every �me Huangbo strikes him and sends him away. Linji
decides to leave the monastery, at which point the head of the monk’s hall
urges Huangbo to support the precocious Linji. Huangbo sends Linji to
master Dayu of a nearby temple, assuring Linji that Dayu “will explain
everything.”[47] Linji recounts his interac�ons with Huangbo to Dayu,
confessing that he wonders whether he has done something wrong. Dayu



takes him to task, saying that Huangbo, “like a kindly old grandmother, was
wearing himself out on your behalf.”[48] Hearing this, Linji moves beyond
his dualis�c understanding and a�ains a “great enlightenment.”[49]

The Grand Mother spirit that Huangbo demonstrates for Linji is more
than simple “tough love”; it is a nondiscrimina�ng compassion born of
emp�ness that is relentless in leading students to face their own self-
emp�ness, that is to say, their own Buddha-nature. Walker reminds us of
this Grand Mother spirit in “Calling All Grand Mothers,” a poem in Hard
Times Require Furious Dancing, as she calls all Grand Mothers to step into
leadership: “Come out . . . / Step forward / & assume / the role / for which
/ you were / created: / To lead humanity / To health, happiness / & sanity.”
Turning to address men, she calls on “all men / of Earth / to gracefully /
and / gratefully / stand aside / & let them / (let us) / do so.”[50] The Grand
Mother spirit does not tolerate ego, either in leaders or in followers, but
rather asks all people see beyond ego for the “protec�on of the young”
and the “life of the species.”

In a lovely ar�cle for the Examiner, Holly Alexander expresses her
apprecia�on that Joanna Macy, an Engaged Buddhist teacher and
prac��oner, is a grandmother: “‘You’re a grandmother,’ I said so�ly. ‘I am a
grandmother. . . . You’re a grandmother too, for all those future
beings.’”[51] Reflec�ng on the Interna�onal Council of the Thirteen
Indigenous Grandmothers, a group of women from all over the world who
gathered in 2004 to form a “Global Alliance for the good of all beings,”[52]

Alexander thinks:

As I listened to Macy, I was reminded of a centuries-old Na�ve
American prophecy that speaks of the circle of grandmothers coming
together during these chao�c �mes, encouraging humanity to turn to
these sages for guidance and the ac�on needed to assure our place
on earth. It says, “When the Grandmothers from the four direc�ons
come to speak, a new �me is coming.” In 2004, a group of thirteen
interna�onal women leaders came together forming the first
Interna�onal Council of Grandmothers.[53]



This grandmother energy is a deeper, yet wider and more global
womanist energy. The womanist revolu�onary ar�st, deploying this
grandmother energy, is witness and recorder, but also the one that makes
those who would not see the other, see. The calm—and in the Grand
Mother, mature—presence of the Buddhist womanist witnesses, resists,
and heals, but she does more.

In the final poem in Hard Times Require Furious Dancing, Walker
speaks to those who face the violence of oppression. “Yes / I know,” the
poem begins, and Walker lists the mul�ple modes of viola�on by the
powerful: murder, in single and in mass. This is not new, but she suggests
that there is something new:

What is new
is that
on the ether
now
I can
tell you:
I know
what is
happening
to you.

Wherever
it is
happening
whoever
is doing
it.[54]

The Grand Mother consciousness is womanist, but it is Spirit too. It is
a global consciousness that knows, witnesses, and loves. Walker writes
that she wants those who suffer to know as true and to remember and to
say:

Alice loves me



Alice loves me
And I am not blamed for this.[55]

The Grand Mother knows “even / in her sleep” and while the killers
laugh.[56] As the cosmic revolu�onary ar�st, she witnesses, “keeps / the
record,” and shares the pain: “this / unspeakable / viola�on . . . is
happening / to me.”[57] This “me” is the “me” of In Search of Our Mother’s
Gardens, gone global in the Spirit—knowing, bearing, witnessing to, and,
through nonviolence, a�emp�ng to heal the wounds of the world.

CONCLUSIONS

In “Going Home in the Work of Charles H. Long and Ashis Nandy,” John
Randolph LeBlanc and I write about Nandy’s sense that we must “‘choose
the slave’” because the slave brings into the world a higher-order cogni�on
than that of the master.[58] Nandy points to nonviolence as an alterna�ve
mode, to that of terror, of being in the global world. If we see the roots of
nonviolence in the work of Jesus[59] and in the Buddha,[60] then
nonviolence is as old as the early globaliza�on of empire and remains a
counterforce. It engages cruelty with compassion, retalia�on with
forgiveness, destruc�ve individualism and greed with coopera�on and a
recogni�on of interrelatedness, the willingness to harm with the
willingness to suffer, and the denial of suffering with witness and
engagement.

Walker broadens and deepens the no�on of “engagement” from the
early iden�ty of the womanist revolu�onary ar�st to that of the current
womanist-Buddhist revolu�onary Grand Mother, who remains an ar�st.
Witness is nonviolent ac�on that is efficacious. This expands the defini�ons
of nonviolence of the civil rights movement. Thich Nhat Hanh, when asked
about the uses of violence, said: “Violent ac�on creates more violence.
That’s why compassion is the only way to reduce violence. And compassion
is not something so�. It takes a lot of courage.” Walker exhibits this
courage by going into dangerous places, like Pales�ne and Rwanda, to
witness to and to speak the horror to a world that does not hear or see. If
the world cannot see the women in Rwanda, the Pales�nian, they can see
Alice Walker, whose presence draws a�en�on.



While Walker embraces Buddhism, she resists being called a Buddhist.
She tells Donald Swick that she is not a Buddhist:

The whole point of anything that is really, truly valuable to your soul,
and to your own growth, is not to a�ach to a teacher, but rather to
find out what the real deal is in the world itself. You become your own
guide. The teachings can help you, but really, we’re all here with the
opportunity to experience the reality of hereness. . . . I’m just not
interested in labels. I find all of them constric�ve. They’re hard to
wear. And they’re hard to wear because we’re always—hopefully—
growing. Not only that, there are so many teachers in the world today
of many different stripes. The world is a marvelous place of learning,
from every possible direc�on.[61]

This refusal to accept a label is, to me, part of the womanist spirit,
which remains improvisa�onal, open to what works. Buddhism works for
Walker, as a key element of an endlessly developing spirituality that
involves the principles of the civil rights movement, women’s experience,
models (like Zora Neale Hurston), and Chris�anity, and Buddhism. One
might ask whether this spirituality is everything and, therefore, nothing. I
would respond that the hybridity and mul�plicity people of color faced and
nego�ated in diaspora—being “African” “American,” in Walker’s case—is
the basis for the kind of spirituality Walker prac�ces, which is shaped in
encounter and affirmed in efficacy.

Walker con�nues to walk, to love, and to dance. As the deep Grand
Mother spirit and Buddhist prac��oner, she becomes a kind of moving
center in a circle of compassion. In Ta�oos on the Heart, Father Gregory
Boyle, SJ, the founder of Homeboy Industries, another cellular coali�on
against violence, writes about the movement of the heart, the boundless
compassion that creates kinship. In his words, I see Alice Walker’s work:

No daylight to separate us. Only kinship. Soon we imagine . . . this
circle of compassion. Then we imagine no one standing outside of
that circle, moving ourselves close to the margins so that the margins
themselves will be erased. We stand there with those whose dignity
has been denied. We locate ourselves with the poor and the



powerless and the voiceless. At the edges, we join the easily despised
and the readily le� out. We stand with the demonized so that the
demoniza�on will stop. We situate ourselves right next to the
disposable so that the day will come when we stop throwing people
away.[62]
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Chapter 3
Religious	Change	as	Glocalization:	The
Case	of	Shin	Buddhism	in	Honolulu
Ugo Dessì
The first Shin Buddhist service in Hawaiʻi was held in 1889, five years

a�er ships had begun transpor�ng Japanese laborers to these islands for
the local sugar cane planta�ons.[1] In �me, many other Buddhist priests
from various tradi�ons of Japanese Buddhism were sent to Hawaiʻi in order
to provide proper religious guidance to those immigrants. Shin Buddhism
turned out to be the most successful of these, not least because most of
the laborers came from areas in western Japan where the Honganji branch
(Jōdo Shinshū Honganji-ha) of this denomina�on was tradi�onally strong.
Another key factor behind the success of Shin Buddhism within the
planta�ons’ communi�es was certainly the dynamism of Bishop Imamura
Emyō (1867–1932), under whose leadership dozens of temples were
established. Shin Buddhist temples mainly performed the tradi�onal
memorial and funerary rites and func�oned as community centers and
guardians of Japanese culture. Nevertheless, a certain degree of
adapta�on and Americaniza�on occurred, such as in the case of the
ins�tu�on of Sunday services and changes in temple architecture.
Although many second-genera�on Japanese Americans turned to
Chris�anity, Shin Buddhism maintained its leading role within the Japanese
American community, and was able to recover a�er the termina�on of
temple ac�vi�es and internment of the large majority of priests during
World War II. For Shin Buddhism, the postwar years meant a stronger
integra�on into American life, as the issue of the loyalty of Japanese
American members could no longer be ques�oned. However, similar to
Hawaiian Japanese Buddhism as a whole, it con�nued to func�on mainly
as a tradi�onal ethnic religion, and failed to catch up with the wave of
general interest in Buddhism and alterna�ve spirituali�es in the 1960s and
1970s. Finally, Shin Buddhism suffered a major setback in the 1980s, when
most planta�ons started to close down, thus causing the decline of local
communi�es and the ongoing shrinking of temple membership.[2]



In order to counter the decline of Shin Buddhist temples, Hawaii
Kyodan, the overseas mission of the Honganji branch of Shin Buddhism,
which is s�ll the largest Buddhist denomina�on in the state of Hawaiʻi, has
promoted various ac�vi�es in recent �mes.[3] A�empts have been made by
the ins�tu�ons to get more visibility and to make Shin Buddhism relevant
to Hawaiian society at large. Besides a wide range of interreligious
ac�vi�es, issues of social jus�ce and religious freedom occupy an
important role in the denomina�on’s agenda, as is shown, for example, by
the official support for same-sex unions, the promo�on of social work on
behalf of elderly people and homeless families through Project Dana and
the Family Promise program, and the commitment to cons�tu�onal
church-state separa�on. Educa�on is another area of interest for the
Hawaii Kyodan. Ten years ago, the Pacific Buddhist Academy was founded
as the first Buddhist-affiliated high school in the United States. More
recently, a Buddhist educa�on program was started, which includes
seminars on various topics, and is intended to promote knowledge of the
religious tradi�on among members and other people interested in
Buddhism. In addi�on, in 2012 the ins�tu�on launched a strategic plan,
organized into several commi�ees, to address various crucial issues. These
efforts may be promoted at the top level and have an ins�tu�onal flavor,
but local temples also seem to play a role. The Buddhist educa�on
program, for example, is part of the ac�vi�es of the main temple in
Honolulu, while Project Dana is strongly related to a temple in
metropolitan Honolulu, which is also trying to reach out more energe�cally
to nonmembers by organizing tradi�onal obon dances within the context
of a larger community fes�val.

It is interes�ng to note that in some cases the search for a new role
for Shin Buddhism in contemporary Hawaiian society has crossed paths
with the promo�on of some forms of medita�on at the temple level. This
is quite controversial in Japanese Shin Buddhism, because of the tradi�onal
view that prac�ces such as medita�on based on self-effort or self-power
(jiriki) are obstruc�ons that should be removed in order to open up to
other-power (tariki), the saving grace of Amida Buddha, and achieve birth
in the Pure Land.[4] As I have illustrated elsewhere, in the last few decades
a�empts have been made by other overseas missions of the Honganji



branch―such as the Buddhist Churches of America (BCA), and the Jodo
Shinshu Buddhist Temples of Canada―to incorporate medita�onal
prac�ces as a means to reach out to newcomers interested in Buddhism,
which in the Western context has o�en been associated with Zen and
medita�on. One of the first temples to adopt this approach was the
Cleveland Buddhist Temple in Ohio, whose minister and later bishop of the
BCA, Ogui Kōshin, had studied medita�on under the Sōtō Zen master
Suzuki Shunryū (1904–1971). At present, medita�onal sessions are offered
at several temples on the mainland, although there are also ministers who
are not enthusias�c about this prac�ce.[5]

In Hawaiʻi, early a�empts to introduce medita�onal prac�ces in Shin
Buddhism trace back to the 1970s, when for some years a few young
ministers offered sessions of seiza (quiet si�ng) at the newly established
study center of the Hawaii Kyodan.[6] During those years the Japanese
American Shin Buddhist scholar Taitetsu Unno also included medita�onal
prac�ces in his summer workshop held there. At the beginning of the new
millennium, sessions of walking medita�on were conducted for a short
period at a temple in Honolulu, while several temples on Oʻahu and the
neighboring islands have adopted the prac�ce of quiet si�ng during the
Dharma service. Ac�vi�es involving the prac�ce of medita�on have
occasionally spurred some controversy, especially when promoted by non–
Japanese American members and young ministers, but medita�on sessions
have also some�mes been offered during workshops and seminars
sponsored by the Hawaii Kyodan. Rev. Ogui himself toured the Hawaiian
Islands in the early 2000s to teach medita�on and other topics. As part of a
Buddhist educa�on program, medita�on has recently found its way into
seminars at the main temple in Honolulu, where a small group also meets
twice a week for the informal prac�ce of medita�on. It is also significant
that a large number of members join the weekly sessions of Sahm Bo Dahn
(a modified form of t’ai chi [taiji] including a formalized period of guided
medita�on) held in the basement of the same temple.[7] At the
aforemen�oned study center, sessions of seiza (quiet si�ng) were offered
once again in the 2000s, while beginning in 2013 an experimental form of
medita�on has been offered free of charge to members and the general
public. At another temple in metropolitan Honolulu, medita�on is one of



the core ac�vi�es during weekly mee�ngs intended to address the spiritual
needs of new members and their families. It is worth men�oning here that
other medita�on groups have been or are s�ll opera�ng in Shin Buddhist
temples on Oʻahu and other neighboring islands.

Such religious ac�vi�es promoted by Shin Buddhism throughout the
state of Hawaiʻi were the subject of my extended fieldwork from January to
June 2013, during which �me I was kindly granted access to archival
material and had the opportunity to conduct interviews with over sixty
members. However, the scope of this ar�cle does not allow for extensive
discussion of all this material, and in the following I will limit my
preliminary analysis to the intersec�on of medita�on and Shin Buddhism in
the Honolulu area.[8] By inves�ga�ng which forms of medita�on are being
adopted, and how members understand this prac�ce, my aim is to
contribute to a deeper understanding of religious change in Hawaiian Shin
Buddhism within the context of accelerated globaliza�on.

SHIN BUDDHIST PRACTITIONERS AND 
MEDITATION IN HONOLULU

For the scope of the present paper, I conducted twenty in-depth interviews
with Shin Buddhist members who prac�ce (or have prac�ced) medita�on
within the context of four different Shin Buddhist temples or centers in
Honolulu.[9] There are four medita�on groups involved, all of which are
small in size and, except for one, have been established very recently.

The oldest group, which is not ac�ve anymore, was organized by the
Japanese-American resident minister of a Shin Buddhist temple about ten
years ago on an experimental basis, and involved a total of roughly twelve
par�cipants who met in the main worship hall. A�er a short introduc�on
by the minister explaining the structure of the session, they prac�ced
walking medita�on and chan�ng while moving around the temple, pausing
before the altar for the recita�on of the nenbutsu.[10] Sessions took place
once weekly for about forty minutes, and were concluded by a short
discussion during which par�cipants were asked to comment on their
prac�ce. Rev. William promoted this ac�vity in an a�empt to a�ract new
members, but the interest of lay members in experiencing a new form of



chan�ng also played a significant role. He modeled the walking medita�on
a�er founder Shinran’s medita�onal prac�ces as a Tendai Buddhist monk
at Mount Hiei, and does not see any contradic�on between this form of
medita�on and Shin Buddhism. It is also interes�ng to note that priests
from other Buddhist tradi�ons had been offering medita�on sessions at
the same temple in those years. Linda, a middle-aged lay par�cipant in the
group, who is also very ac�ve within the temple organiza�on, recalls that
although the minister gave them some instruc�ons about breathing, the
main focus of those sessions was chan�ng. The service book was used but
the meaning of the words was not emphasized, since the prac�ce was
more experience focused. Linda is a Japanese American with a Chris�an
background who lived on the mainland for many years. For her, coming
back to Hawaiʻi meant a rediscovery of Shin Buddhism. Before joining the
group at the temple, she had tried to prac�ce Zen Buddhist medita�on on
her own, and she was also exposed to medita�on within her prac�ce of
kendō. Linda s�ll prac�ces medita�on at home, si�ng quietly in the
morning for ten to fi�een minutes before star�ng her working day, reci�ng
the nenbutsu and focusing on her breathing. She is aware of the doctrinal
problems related to self-power and that some ministers do not approve of
medita�on, but this prac�ce is important for her, because she thinks that
Shin Buddhism is all about self-awareness, and to become aware one
needs some �me for self-reflec�on. Rev. Jack, another par�cipant in those
experimental walking medita�on sessions, is a Japanese American who
joined the Hawaii Kyodan a�er his re�rement and is now a minister in
another temple. He was ini�ally a�racted by those sessions because of his
general interest in medita�on, but he does not prac�ce anymore. However,
he promotes the short prac�ce of quiet si�ng during the service for the
mission school children and for another congrega�on. For Rev. Jack,
whatever calms one’s mind is all right. This is consistent with his
understanding of medita�on, which he sees not as a means to
enlightenment, but as a quie�ng of the mind in prepara�on for receiving
the Buddhist teachings. Like other ministers in the Hawaii Kyodan, he is
also aware of the promo�on of medita�on within the BCA, and
acknowledges that strategically there is value in that.

From the material presented above, it is possible to see that these
experimental sessions of walking medita�on and chan�ng were intended



as a return “back to the roots,” in the sense of the prac�ces of Shinran at
Mount Hiei. However, the interviews also reveal that other factors may
have contributed to the forma�on of the group, such as an interest in Zen
medita�on and the prac�ce of quiet si�ng found in Hawaiian Shin
Buddhist temples.

MEDITATION AT THE MAIN TEMPLE

Another Shin Buddhist group focusing on medita�on is presently ac�ve at
the main temple in Honolulu. This group is part of a broader Buddhist
educa�on program started a few years ago that was especially inspired by
the ac�vi�es conducted by Rev. Marvin Harada within the BCA.[11] At the
main temple in Honolulu, Buddhist educa�on seminars mostly a�ract
people who wish to rediscover their Shin Buddhist roots (i.e., “legacy
people”). One of the leaders of this program, Steven, is a middle-aged
member with a Chris�an background who joined the Hawaii Kyodan
rela�vely recently. It was only a�er becoming a Shin Buddhist member that
he became interested in medita�on, especially through Jack Kornfield’s CD
medita�on series and the work of an American Zen master. He now
prac�ces at home daily for about thirty minutes. Steven understands the
controversial status of medita�on in Shin Buddhism, but for him there is no
conflict, since medita�on is a way to clarify his thoughts and feel his “true
self.” In this sense, he agrees that medita�on may also be a prepara�on for
a more spontaneous nenbutsu. The u�ering of the nenbutsu, which he
understands as a feeling of oneness, may actually conclude his medita�on
session. Steven has also introduced the prac�ce of medita�on into some of
his seminars on the Eigh�old Path, and thinks that medita�on can be used,
together with other ac�vi�es such as discussion groups, to develop the
format of alterna�ve services that are conducted at the temple facili�es on
a monthly basis to get people interested in Shin Buddhism.

The religious leadership of the main temple has proved to be quite
open toward these new ac�vi�es. Although ministers do not join the
medita�on group, medita�on is accepted insofar as it is not presented as a
means to enlightenment, and sessions are even adver�sed on the board at
the entrance of the temple and announced during the religious services.
The medita�on group was started two and a half years ago and so far has



a�racted about a dozen par�cipants, some of whom are not Shin Buddhist
members. One of the facilitators during the sessions, Robert, is a temple
lay leader in his late six�es who has also received ini�al ordina�on. He first
encountered medita�on through Siddha Yoga,[12] and he also prac�ces
reiki, which in his view has strengthened his experience of Shin Buddhism
in rela�on to being embraced by universal compassion. The ac�vi�es of the
medita�on group take place twice a week in the temple facili�es (but not
in the main worship hall) before the altar. They may last from thirty to forty
minutes, and are introduced by a very short informal discussion. The
prac�ce itself is also loosely formalized, although it is indebted to some
extent to Siddha Yoga. Par�cipants sit on chairs and a few introductory
instruc�ons may remind them to keep their spine straight and to inhale
and exhale properly, while medita�on music is played in the background.
Robert some�mes ends his session with the u�ering of namu-amida-butsu,
but he is also aware that a strong Shin Buddhist characteriza�on of the
prac�ce could be an obstacle to non–Shin Buddhist par�cipants. In his
view, Shin Buddhism does not conflict with medita�on, which can aid a
be�er understanding of the bonnō (worldly desires) aspect of this life.
Robert acknowledges the influence of Rev. Harada on the educa�onal
ac�vi�es conducted at the main temple, and more generally, of former
BCA bishop Ogui in se�ng the atmosphere for the prac�ce of medita�on in
the American context.

Most of the par�cipants in the medita�on group are Japanese-
Americans in their seven�es or older. One of them, Patricia, comes from a
Shin Buddhist family in Hawaiʻi and is earnestly engaged in temple life.
Medita�on has always appealed to her as the prac�ce of Śākyamuni and
Shinran (as a Tendai monk). Prac�cally, she first encountered medita�on
through yoga when she was living on the mainland with her family. She
also prac�ces t’ai chi and joins the Sahm Bo Dahn sessions at the temple
facili�es. For Patricia, medita�on is concentra�on on the present moment,
which brings about calmness and peace of mind. She does not emphasize
the u�ering of the nenbutsu during the sessions, but thinks that
medita�on may also be beneficial to Shin prac�ce, because it results in a
state of recep�veness that deeply resonates with Shin teachings. However,
she does not think that the Hawaii Kyodan is ready to adopt it, although it



may be useful to a�ract people who are interested in Buddhism but are
not members. Barbara also comes from a Shin Buddhist family, although
originally from another temple in Honolulu. She recalls that when she first
joined the medita�on group it was difficult to focus, but that she was able
to get some advice on how to prac�ce from another temple minister. Soon
she realized that medita�on is a �me for her “real self,” something that
helps se�le her mind. Barbara is not able to join the group anymore, but
she prac�ces at home at least twice a week for up to thirty minutes. For
her, medita�on is not necessarily a religious prac�ce, but she starts the
session with the u�ering of the nenbutsu. Then, she reflects on what she
did during the day based on the teaching of the Eigh�old Path, and
concludes with another long sequence of namu-amida-butsu, which she
understands in a tradi�onal manner as a sign of gra�tude.

Another par�cipant, Jennifer, first came to know about medita�on
when the sessions were announced during the Sunday service at the
temple, and she s�ll prac�ces with the group once a week. Similar to
Barbara, she understands medita�on as a nonreligious prac�ce that does
not conflict with Shin Buddhism, but she does not recite the nenbutsu
during the prac�ce. For her as well, medita�on is a �me for quiet reflec�on
about what she did during the week, and it brings her relaxa�on and
calmness. In this respect, she finds that medita�on is similar to Healing
Touch, which she prac�ces as a volunteer on pa�ents at a local hospital.[13]

Another par�cipant, Brian, like others in the medita�on group, also joins
seminars of the Buddhist educa�on program and the Sahm Bo Dahn
sessions. He prac�ces medita�on at home every night for up to twenty
minutes. A�er si�ng down cross-legged, he concentrates, says the
nenbutsu, and prays to Bishamonten and various buddhas and
bodhisa�vas.[14] The real focus of his medita�on, however, is the next step,
which involves a vision of the spirits of the dead, a belief that is related to
both Japanese and Hawaiian folk religion.[15]

Two other Shin Buddhist prac��oners par�cipa�ng in the medita�on
ac�vi�es are of Caucasian origin. Donald is one of the lay leaders and
par�cipates in the medita�on group together with his wife. He is
knowledgeable about the doctrinal emphasis on other-power in Shin
Buddhism, and he sees medita�on as a nonreligious prac�ce that is good



for one’s health and peace of mind. Donald first encountered medita�on
through yoga, and also prac�ces t’ai chi. He appreciates how Rev. Ogui was
able to promote medita�on within the BCA, despite opposi�on from the
Japanese headquarters, and thinks that this can be a way for Shin
Buddhism to overcome its ethnocentrism and reach out to other people
who have a general interest in Buddhism. Donald thinks that despite the
diffidence of some conserva�ve ministers, the Hawaii Kyodan is
independently following a similar path and becoming more open toward
medita�on, especially when this prac�ce is promoted by Japanese
American leaders. Mary, another ac�ve temple member, grew up on the
mainland but has been living in Hawaiʻi for a long �me. She first came to
know about medita�on through books, and joined Siddha Yoga a�er an
acquaintance from the mainland visited her to join one of their retreats in
Hawaiʻi. Like Jennifer, she trained in Healing Touch. Although she no longer
joins the weekly sessions, she s�ll prac�ces daily at home for about twenty
minutes. Her prac�ce is about achieving peace of mind by le�ng
everything flow, and may be combined with the recita�on of the nenbutsu
as a mantra. More precisely, Mary finds that there is a strong similarity
between the two prac�ces, since medita�on keeps her open to the
nenbutsu as the realiza�on of oneness.

The experiences reported by these informants show that the prac�ce
of medita�on at the main temple has been influenced by several factors.
Siddha Yoga seems to be one of the most remarkable, although some of
the prac��oners have been exposed to material presen�ng Zen medita�on
and other alterna�ve prac�ces, such as Sahm Bo Dahn and t’ai chi, which
involve medita�onal approaches. It is also no�ceable that within this
context approaches to medita�on as a nonreligious prac�ce coexist with
a�empts to incorporate the u�ering of the nenbutsu into the prac�ce of
medita�on, although interpreta�ons may vary. Medita�on at the main
temple also appears to be deeply interrelated with the Buddhist educa�on
program as well as the ins�tu�onal a�empt to reach out to the general
community. However, it should be noted that most prac��oners belong to
the core of tradi�onal membership or to the so-called legacy people, who
are in search for their own cultural/religious roots.

MEDITATION AT THE STUDY CENTER



Before the medita�on group at the main temple started its ac�vity,
medita�on sessions had also been offered in Honolulu at the
aforemen�oned study center of the Hawaii Kyodan. Former director Rev.
Edward was born in Japan where he learned about the seiza method, but
before coming to 
Hawaiʻi he also studied Rinzai Zen in California under rōshi Sasaki Jōshū (b.
1907). He s�ll prac�ces at home daily for about ten minutes, either in the
seiza style or with legs crossed. For Rev. Edward the prac�ce of medita�on
in Shin Buddhism is a very sensi�ve issue, and constantly runs the risk of
being misunderstood as a form of self-power. For example, he himself
prac�ces medita�on as a way to get rid of thoughts and worldly desires,
but he is also aware that before the altar this is unnecessary, because in
Amida’s compassion these desires have already been resolved. While
serving as director of the study center, Rev. Edward was able to gather a
small group of Shin Buddhist members for regular seiza sessions, some of
whom now join the medita�on group at the main temple.

Very recently, another medita�on group has been started at the study
center by an instructor in collabora�on with the new director. The
instructor, James, is a Japanese-American in his late fi�ies whose daily
medita�on at home follows the Zen style (i.e., breath coun�ng and kōan
prac�ce) that he prac�ced within the Diamond Sangha for a long �me.[16]

However, sessions at the study center are based on his own teaching
method, in which Zen medita�on is supplemented by vipassanā (learned in
Thailand) and yoga (learned mainly from a Korean teacher). Despite this
variety of influences, James thinks of himself as a Shin Buddhist. For him,
learning to do medita�on requires a le�ng go of the self, which he
considers a tariki prac�ce. In addi�on, he understands Dōgen’s “just
si�ng” (shikantaza) as a tariki prac�ce—thus medita�on and the nenbutsu
relate to one another. For James, medita�on is “the prac�ce of the Way,”
but it also has secular benefits. And he thinks that since these benefits
have been demonstrated scien�fically, medita�on can be a tool to broaden
the appeal of Buddhism in this “secular age.”

Rev. George has also been engaged in the ini�al ac�vi�es of the
group. He is a Japanese American minister in his late fi�ies who first got
interested in medita�on as a student through reading books about Zen



Buddhism, and later when a fellow minister introduced him to the English
transla�on of Kawahata Aiyoshi’s Meisō no susume, which integrates
tradi�onal Japanese prac�ces with modern medicine.[17] Rev. George has
used James’s method to facilitate some of the sessions. However, his own
personal prac�ce is based on Kawahata’s method, which dis�nguishes
three phases―adjustment of respira�on, medita�on, and repe��on of the
nenbutsu―for a total of seven minutes. Previously, while serving as a
minister on another island, Rev. George taught this method to two
different groups of Shin Buddhists. More recently, he has started short
daily medita�on sessions for the study center staff. For Rev. George,
medita�on is a process through which we make “some cracks in our ego.”
In order to become more open to tariki, one has to start from somewhere,
and this somewhere may encompass some degree of self-power. As such,
medita�on that includes the repe��on of the nenbutsu can be a
prepara�on for Shin Buddhism. Kenneth, a Japanese American member in
his six�es, also thinks that Shin Buddhism and medita�on can complement
each other. He started the prac�ce of medita�on for the first �me with this
group a�er reading an announcement in the center’s newsle�er. Kenneth
prac�ces medita�on to relax, and believes it is helping him. He is not very
familiar with the doctrinal subtle�es of the other-power doctrine, but feels
that other ministers’ diffidence toward medita�on should be put aside,
because the Hawaii Kyodan needs to appeal to the general public and be
more welcoming to new members, who may have an interest in
medita�on.

From the material above, it is apparent how medita�onal aspects of
Zen Buddhism indebted to both the Sōtō and Rinzai tradi�ons are among
the influences underlying the (past and present) prac�ce of medita�on
within the context of the Shin study center. Other Buddhist elements also
surface, such as the use of (Theravāda) vipassanā techniques, and more
general aspects of the Indian spiritual heritage through yoga. In addi�on,
we see the less predictable role played by the seiza style and Kawahata’s
Universal Medita�on, which were developed in Japan and are somehow
related to Shin Buddhism. What is certainly remarkable in the medita�on
experiences revolving around the study center is the richness of sources,



although these are embedded in the personal experiences of different
prac��oners and do not contribute to the crea�on of a unified prac�ce.

MEDITATION AT A TEMPLE IN METROPOLITAN HONOLULU

Medita�on is currently being prac�ced by another group based at a Shin
Buddhist temple in the metropolitan Honolulu area. This group was formed
in spring 2013 to specifically address the spiritual needs of nontradi�onal
members and their families, and the prac�ce of medita�on actually
provided the occasion for its forma�on. Richard, a Japanese American in
his thir�es and one of the temple lay leaders, recalls that some new
members were looking for a family-friendly environment in which they
might prac�ce medita�on, and that on that occasion the temple decided to
incorporate a short medita�on session to make them feel welcome. Now
the group meets every week in the main worship hall to engage in informal
discussions on Buddhist topics. As such, it presents similari�es with the
educa�onal ac�vi�es based on the BCA format conducted at the main
temple. Richard has a solid grasp of Shin Buddhist doctrine and the issue of
self-power, and for him the prac�ce of medita�on during the mee�ngs is
not aimed at enlightenment. Rather, it is a way to appreciate life in its
fullness, similar to the short period of reflec�on that is observed at the
temple before the sermon (Dharma talk). For him, the prac�ce brings
about a recentering of the self by emptying unnecessary thoughts, so that
one is able to properly receive the Shin Buddhist teachings.

The temple minister, Rev. Jack, welcomes the forma�on of this group
as an opportunity to connect with the community at large. In this �me of
crisis, he thinks Buddhism has something valuable to offer to the world,
which is not achievable if temples remain just centers of Japanese culture.
Before becoming a Shin Buddhist minister, Rev. Jack studied Zen medita�on
and s�ll periodically prac�ces at home by si�ng quietly and coun�ng his
breaths un�l he feels relaxed. Similar to other informants, he thinks that
the understanding of other Buddhist prac�ces as self-power is too narrow-
minded. For example, Dōgen’s “just si�ng” and the prac�ce of the
nenbutsu are closer than they may seem, since both imply the overcoming
of one’s personal effort. For Rev. Jack, Shin Buddhism should make an
effort to adapt more to the local culture. He thinks that Americans are



diffident toward what is given for free (tariki), and need to be offered the
opportunity to meditate so that they can experience how difficult it is and
begin to appreciate the other-power of Amida. In this sense, medita�on
can be a prepara�on for Shin Buddhism.

The medita�on session at the beginning of the group’s mee�ng is
actually facilitated by Daniel, a member of Caucasian origin in his thir�es
who joined the temple recently with his family. He usually lights a candle
and invites the par�cipants to follow him in the prac�ce of medita�on for
five to ten minutes. Generally, no instruc�ons are provided. Daniel values
Shin Buddhism because of its focus on everyday life and its realism, since
prac��oners are not expected to be enlightened in this life. However, he
adds, this does not mean that one cannot take a step in that direc�on as a
Buddhist by prac�cing medita�on. Like his wife, Susan, he comes from
Colorado, where they had the opportunity to experience an open a�tude
toward Eastern spirituality and to prac�ce medita�on at a Buddhist temple
before the service. In �me, Susan recalls, they discovered that it was a Shin
Buddhist temple, and only a�er joining the temple in Honolulu did they
realize that medita�on is not a tradi�onal prac�ce in Shin Buddhism. For
Susan, as well, there is no contradic�on between Shin Buddhism and
medita�on. Both of them understand it is an explora�on of the mind that
brings about prac�cal benefits and can be combined with a Shin Buddhist
lifestyle.

Another par�cipant in these mee�ngs, Mark, is a Caucasian in his
early thir�es who also comes from the mainland. He has a background in
Catholicism and discovered medita�on through books and medita�on
groups. Before joining the temple, he prac�ced the seiza-style medita�on
in a Shin Buddhist temple of another denomina�on for a while. Mark likes
the more experien�al dimension of medita�on rather than strict
instruc�ons, and during sessions he uses a combina�on of prac�ces,
basically focusing on his breath and some�mes using a mantra―which can
alterna�vely be one from the Daoist tradi�on or the nenbutsu. For him
there is actually no real dis�nc�on between medita�on and the nenbutsu,
which he considers as a way to feel the oneness with Amida, and to
rediscover the Buddha-nature within himself.

In contrast to the other cases above, the ac�vi�es at the temple in
metropolitan Honolulu provide a good example—though very limited in



scope—of how Hawaiian Shin Buddhism can reach out to nontradi�onal
members through the promo�on of medita�on. In this regard, the
informality of the sessions also facilitates the coexistence of different
sensibili�es about the place medita�on should occupy in Shin Buddhism.

SHIN BUDDHIST MEDITATION AND THE GLOBAL CONTEXT

To date, the adapta�on of Shin Buddhism in the Hawaiian context has been
mainly addressed in connec�on with the early changes that occurred
during the planta�ons’ period especially between 1889 and 1945. The
ins�tu�on of Sunday services, the adop�on of English hymns, the
installment of pews and the adapta�on of temple architecture, and the
crea�on of the Young Men’s Buddhist Associa�on a�er the Chris�an model
are among the most apparent changes that took place within the Shin
Buddhist community in those early days.[18] In this connec�on, it has been
observed how adapta�on processes have been condi�oned by both the
local culture (Americaniza�on) and further cultural input coming from
Japan (Japaniza�on).[19] George Tanabe has ques�oned the extent to which
these adapta�ons may have resulted in the hybridiza�on of Shin Buddhism
in Hawaiʻi. According to Tanabe, Buddhist temples in ʻi are superficially
westernized but remain unassimilated, mainly because of the conserva�ve
assump�on that their primary role is to preserve Japanese religion and
culture.[20] Based on this premise, he argues that the adapta�on of Shin
and other forms of Japanese Buddhism in ʻi should be be�er described as
“gra�ing,” which has “allowed the rootstock to remain unchanged.”
Moreover, Tanabe observes that the trend toward Americaniza�on found
in early twen�eth-century Hawaiian Shin Buddhism has consistently
decreased over �me, and has been replaced by increasing Japaniza�on, in
a sort of reversal of the assimila�on process.[21] While acknowledging that
these observa�ons aptly emphasize the ongoing centrality occupied by
ethnicity, especially within ins�tu�onal Shin Buddhism, the aim of the
present discussion is to show how the issue of medita�on introduced
above can add to our understanding of these dynamics at the individual
level.



The ethnographic material presented above reveals that a diversity of
Shin Buddhist approaches to medita�on are coexis�ng in the Honolulu
area. Those found at the main temple and at the other temple in
metropolitan Honolulu are rather informal, in that they do not emphasize a
standardized medita�onal technique. Though in different ways, both are
connected to the idea of a Buddhist educa�on through which
nontradi�onal members may also be a�racted to the temple and take
advantage of Shin Buddhism in their daily lives. The desire to reach out to
people with a general interest in Buddhism also clearly underlies the
ac�vi�es of the oldest group and those at the study center. In these cases,
however, approaches are more experimental, and, whether they are
oriented toward the prac�ces of the sect founder Shinran as a young
Tendai monk or toward an eclec�c combina�on of styles, they place more
emphasis on a set of instruc�ons intended to guide medita�on. One
striking aspect is certainly the variety of sources upon which these Shin
Buddhists draw for their prac�ce of medita�on. Since medita�on is not
tradi�onally available as a viable prac�ce in Shin Buddhism, those
interested in it generally have to rely on techniques developed within other
tradi�ons and cultural environments. Similar to the case of the BCA, here
also the role played by Zen Buddhism is apparent. Some informants have
been exposed to the prac�ce of Zen medita�on in different se�ngs. This
may have occurred in Japan, on the West Coast (under the guidance of a
Japanese Zen master), in Hawaiʻi (within the context of the “Americanizing”
Diamond Sangha tradi�on), or through books popularizing Zen medita�on.
In other cases, the Theravāda vipassanā may provide an avenue to
Buddhist medita�on, whether it has been learned in Thailand or through
the Jack Kornfield’s popular CDs. Some informants have approached
medita�on mainly through yoga, notably the Siddha Yoga tradi�on, while
others have been exposed to the Japanese seiza style of medita�on or to
Kawahata’s Universal Medita�on Method, which was also developed in
Japan at the intersec�on of modern medicine and tradi�onal prac�ces. All
this is in tune with the popularity of alterna�ve spiritual prac�ces in the
Pacific region,[22] but also suggests that the assimila�on processes at stake
have gone beyond the limits of the categories of Americaniza�on and
Japaniza�on, and that we are rather dealing with global processes. In this



sense, these dynamics are closer to the case of Zen in Brazil, which has
come to appeal to many people there especially through the work of global
“mediascapes,”[23] or that of Japanese religions dealing with a variety of
global ideas both in Japan and overseas.[24] Due to the compression of
�me and space brought about by globaliza�on, an increasing amount of
ideas coming from different cultures have come to circulate in global
cultural flows. And, similar to other religious ideas available worldwide for
prac�ces of religious bricolage, Zen and other forms of medita�on
experienced by my informants also occupy a dis�nc�ve place within these
flows.

Another interes�ng aspect emerging from the interviews is that in
several cases different kinds of medita�onal techniques adopted by
prac��oners are understood as nonreligious forms of prac�ce. This is
mainly the outcome of the tradi�onal Shin Buddhist emphasis on other-
power, which seems to condi�on their a�tude toward medita�on. Within
this context, medita�on may be valued for good health, for the purpose of
achieving peace of mind and to prepare oneself for orthodox prac�ces, or
even, more subtly, because it reminds one of the limits of one’s ego. In
other borderline cases, the sectarian contempt for medita�on as self-
power tends to be significantly weakened. However, medita�onal
techniques taken from other tradi�ons may also integrate to a larger
extent with the members’ main religious prac�ce, especially when they see
Shin Buddhism in close rela�onship with self-awareness and recep�veness
(for the purpose of which medita�on can create an open space), or when a
nonsectarian approach to Buddhism leads them to appreciate how
medita�on and Shin Buddhism overlap in areas such as the abandonment
of the self and the realiza�on of oneness. If we approach the issue of
assimila�on from the perspec�ve of “glocaliza�on,” this is exactly the
dimension where the interplay between the global and the local takes
place.[25] One of the major qualita�ve changes brought about by
accelerated globaliza�on is the reflexive awareness of the world as a single
place, and the growing expecta�on that cultural produc�ons at the local
level reach some level of conformity to global pa�erns. While the extreme
outcome of this pressure may be cultural homogeniza�on, in most cases



global ideas actually work as catalysts for the produc�on of different local
interpreta�ons, that is, glocaliza�on.

The experiences of my informants vividly show how the interac�on of
the global and the local in the Hawaiian context can lead to the forma�on
of something original, namely a wide variety of reconfigura�ons of Shin
Buddhist religious iden�ty through the prac�ce of medita�on. Similar to
the adop�on of medita�on in North American Shin Buddhism, I contend
that this is an example of glocaliza�on “leaning to external sources,” since
ideas about medita�on (foreign to Shin Buddhism) circula�ng in global
cultural flows are selected and made to resonate with aspects of the Shin
Buddhist tradi�on.[26] This glocaliza�on is especially apparent in those
cases in which tradi�ons and techniques such as Zen, yoga, vipassanā, and
seiza are combined with Shin Buddhism so as to create new glocal forms
specifically characterized by low-level sectarianism. But it also
characterizes to a lesser extent those cases in which these medita�onal
prac�ces are seen as auxiliary and compa�ble with a fully Shin Buddhist
lifestyle and the prac�ce of the nenbutsu, even when this is understood in
very tradi�onal terms as a response in gra�tude to Amida’s compassion.

It is also noteworthy that this glocaliza�on does not necessarily fit into
preconceived categories. For example, prac��oners who have integrated
medita�on with Shin Buddhism to a larger extent are also found within the
group of tradi�onal members and temple leaders. At another level,
imported medita�onal prac�ces may also resonate with aspects of
prac��oners’ informal religiosity that are not related to Buddhism. This is
apparent, for example, when they find affini�es between their experience
of medita�on and other prac�ces in which they have already been
engaged, such as Healing Touch, reiki, various forms of t’ai chi, and even
the visualiza�on of spirits. This is a reminder that the global and the local
are not sta�c categories, but rather the product of previous waves of
glocaliza�on.

Although I am using the metaphor of flows here, this does not mean
that I wish to emphasize fluidity over the dynamics of inclusion and
exclusion.[27] If anything, waters can be filtered and enriched, and flows
can be channeled, diverted, dammed, and stopped. This case study also
reveals how the issue of power may be embedded in glocaliza�on



processes. In the first place, the fact that ideas about Zen and Asian forms
of medita�on are so massively included in global cultural flows is
ul�mately related to orientalist and occidentalist approaches and their
ideological use to promote so� power.[28] Within Shin Buddhism, flows of
informa�on about medita�on are also subject to varying levels of selec�ve
control. Broadly speaking, Japanese Shin Buddhism tends to stop these
flows, and the BCA tends to channel them, while the Hawaii Kyodan seems
to occupy a middle ground. Shin Buddhist ins�tu�ons in Hawaiʻi do not
s�gma�ze medita�on but they are somehow cau�ous about it, do not
encourage it, and do not promote open discussions to explore its suitability
to Shin Buddhism. At another level, the flow of ideas about medita�on is
also related to the issues of ethnicity and ins�tu�onal power. Medita�onal
ac�vi�es seem to be much less controversial when they are promoted by
“ethnically correct” Japanese American members, especially if they occupy
a posi�on of leadership. Moreover, the issue of medita�on appears to be
intertwined with the emergence of a new category of lay assistants in
North American Shin Buddhism. Medita�on sessions and other
experimental ac�vi�es in the BCA are o�en conducted with the help of
ministers’ lay assistants, who are allowed to wear Shin Buddhist robes. Lay
and religious leaders promo�ng similar adapta�ons in the Hawaii Kyodan
are generally aware that all this should involve some degree of
organiza�onal change (the category of lay assistants is not found in Japan)
toward the shaping of a more lively Shin Buddhist community. And this can
also poten�ally affect the balance of power between lay members and
ministers within the religious community. Finally, the op�on for medita�on
in the Shin Buddhist context is not neutral in terms of ins�tu�onal power,
since it is o�en understood as a strategy to counter seculariza�on and
reinvigorate the religious community by playing on the interest in Buddhist
medita�on among the general public.

Although the ethnographic material analyzed in this paper has a
limited scope, it provides some insights into the religious changes currently
taking place in Hawaiian Shin Buddhism. By focusing on the individual level
through the issue of medita�on, I have a�empted to show how more
a�en�veness to the global context can add to our understanding of
assimila�on in the Hawaii Kyodan. This is not to say that the categories of



Americaniza�on and Japaniza�on are not useful anymore, or that they
necessarily imply the idea of cultural purity and emphasize boundaries
over cross-cultural contamina�on. However, if we accept that one of the
unprecedented changes brought about by accelerated globaliza�on is the
rapidity, intensity, and pervasiveness by which global ideas become
simultaneously and even instantly available to masses of spiritual
consumers worldwide, then we may expect that approaches focusing on
global dynamics can increasingly complement more tradi�onal ones, and
add another layer of complexity to the understanding of religious change in
Hawaiian Shin Buddhism.

NOTES

1. Shin Buddhism (Jōdo Shinshū) originated in medieval Japan from the
teaching of Shinran (1173–1262). It gained considerable ins�tu�onal
strength during the Muromachi period (1336–1573), and despite
distancing itself from mainstream Buddhism in areas such as the doctrinal
(but much less in the prac�cal) rejec�on of kami worship, it was able to
a�ract a large membership and become the biggest denomina�on of
Japanese Buddhism. The two main branches of Shin Buddhism are the
Kyoto-based Jōdo Shinshū Honganji-ha and Shinshū Ōtani-ha.
2. For the history of Shin Buddhism in Hawaiʻi see, for example, Louise H.
Hunter, Buddhism in Hawaii: Its Impact on a Yankee Community (Honolulu:
University of Hawaiʻi Press, 1971), and Ruth M. Tabrah, “A Grateful Past, a
Promising Future,” in A Grateful Past, a Promising Future: The First 100
Years of Honpa Hongwanji in Hawaii, ed. Centennial Publica�on Commi�ee
(Honolulu: Honpa Hongwanji Mission of Hawaii, 1989), 1–120.
3. The full name of the religious corpora�on is Honpa Hongwanji Mission
of Hawaii.
4. See James C. Dobbins, Jōdo Shinshū: Shin Buddhism in Medieval Japan
(Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2002), 28–29.
5. See Ugo Dessì, Japanese Religions and Globaliza�on (London and New
York: Routledge, 2013), 70–76.
6. Not to be mistaken for the homophone used in Zen Buddhism, the seiza
style emphasizing proper si�ng and breathing was developed in modern



Japan by Okada Torajirō (1872–1920), and came to be related to Shin
Buddhism through the work of Kobayashi Sanzaburō (1863–1926).
7. Sahm Bo Dahn, also known as the Three Treasure Energy Movements,
was developed by Wally and Sue Yashima and is presented as a style of t’ai
chi integra�ng Korean “exercise” prac�ces.
8. This research is part of a broader project on Japanese Religions in the
Context of Globaliza�on and Seculariza�on funded by the German
Research Founda�on (DFG) at the Ins�tute for the Study of Religion,
University of Leipzig, Germany. In this connec�on, I would like to thank
Christoph Kleine, professor and chair of the study of religion and head of
the same ins�tute.
9. All names have been changed to protect the anonymity of my
informants, whom I would like to warmly thank collec�vely here.
10. The u�ering of the nenbutsu or namu-amida-butsu (“I take refuge in
Amida Buddha”), which is characterized by orthodoxy as a response in
gra�tude to Amida Buddha, is the main prac�ce of Shin Buddhism.
11. Dessì, Japanese Religions and Globaliza�on, 72.
12. Siddha Yoga was started in Mumbai by Swami Muktananda (1908–
1982) in 1961 and was introduced in North America and Europe as early as
the 1970s.
13. Healing Touch is an energy therapy focusing on aura and chakras
developed in Colorado in the 1980s by a nurse, Janet Mentgen.
14. Bishamonten (Sk. Vaiśravaṇa) is one of the four guardian kings of
Buddhism (shitennō) and one of the seven gods of good fortune
(shichifukujin).
15. My informant apparently relates his visions to Japanese ancestor
worship and beliefs such as that in the “night marchers” (a sort of
procession of legendary spirits) specifically found in Hawaiian tales. See,
for example, Katharine Luomala, “Phantom Night Marchers in the Hawaiian
Islands,” Pacific Studies 7, no. 1 (1983): 1–33.
16. The Diamond Sangha in Honolulu was originally started by American
Zen master Robert Aitken (1917–2010) as an overseas center of the
Japanese Sanbōkyōdan lineage, a stream of lay Zen Buddhism started by
Yasutani Haku’un (1885–1973) that includes elements of both the Sōtō and
Rinzai tradi�ons.



17. This book was translated into English under the �tle Universal
Medita�on: Key to Mental and Physical Health (Union City, CA: Heian
Interna�onal, 1984) with the help of BCA ministers. Kawahata (1905–2005)
was a professor at Kyoto University and a Shin Buddhist prac��oner.
18. See Hunter, Buddhism in Hawaii, 131; Tabrah, “A Grateful Past”; and
Ama Michihiro, Immigrants to the Pure Land: The Moderniza�on,
Accultura�on, and Globaliza�on of Shin Buddhism, 1898–1941 (Honolulu:
University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2011).
19. See Ama, Immigrants to the Pure Land, 5.
20. See George J. Tanabe, “Gra�ing Iden�ty: The Hawaiian Branches of the
Bodhi Tree,” in Buddhist Missionaries in the Era of Globaliza�on, ed. Linda
Learman (Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2005), 77–100.
21. Tanabe, “Gra�ing Iden�ty,” 78–79.
22. See Phillip E. Hammond, “Religion in the Pacific Region,” in Religion and
Public Life in the Pacific Region: Fluid Iden��es, ed. Wade Clark Roof and
Mark Silk (Lanham, MD: AltaMira Press, 2005), 9–20.
23. See Cris�na Rocha, Zen in Brazil: The Quest for Cosmopolitan Modernity
(Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2006), which applies Arjun
Appadurai’s globaliza�on theory to Zen Buddhism overseas. Cf. Arjun
Appadurai, Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globaliza�on
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996).
24. See Dessì, Japanese Religions and Globaliza�on, in which I approach
the globaliza�on of Japanese religions from a mul�dimensional perspec�ve
based on cultural flows, glocaliza�on, par�cularism, and systems theory.
25. See Roland Robertson, “Glocaliza�on: Time-Space and Homogeneity-
Heterogeneity,” in Global Moderni�es, ed. Mike Featherstone et al.
(London: Sage Publica�ons, 1995), 25–44.
26. See Dessì, Japanese Religions and Globaliza�on, 70–76; for the
dis�nc�on between glocaliza�on as “leaning to ‘na�ve’ sources” and
“leaning to external sources,” see 6–7, 40–54.
27. The alleged overemphasis on fluidity in the “hydraulic model” has been
cri�cized by Manuel A. Vásquez, “The Limits of the Hydrodynamics of
Religion,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 77, no. 2 (2009):
434–45.
28. See, for example, Robert H. Sharf, “The Zen of Japanese Na�onalism,”
History of Religions 33 (1993): 1–43; and Bernard Faure, “The Kyoto School



and Reverse Orientalism,” in Japan in Tradi�onal and Postmodern
Perspec�ves, ed. Charles Wei-hsun Fu and Steven Heine (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1995), 245–81.



Chapter 4
From	Topos	to	Utopia:	Critical

Buddhism,	Globalization,	and	Ideology
Criticism

James Mark Shields

A state of mind is utopian when it is incongruous with the state of
reality within which it occurs.

- Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia, 192
The normally calm world of Japanese Buddhist scholarship was

thrown into confusion in the mid-1980s with the emergence of the self-
proclaimed Cri�cal Buddhist (hihan bukkyō) movement, led by two
prominent Buddhist scholars affiliated with the Sōtō Zen sect, Hakamaya
Noriaki and Matsumoto Shirō. In a series of essays published over the
succeeding decade, Hakamaya and Matsumoto launched a devasta�ng
assault on past and present advocates of Japanese par�cularism (Jp.
Nihonjinron), prominent Japanese philosophical figures (e.g., Nishida
Kitarō), specific Buddhist doctrines (e.g., original enlightenment), and even
en�re sects (e.g., Zen), all of which were judged by the Cri�cal Buddhists to
be lacking in certain “cri�cal” criteria, thus forfei�ng any and all claims to
being “truly Buddhist.”[1] Yet, for all their fire and brimstone, the Cri�cal
Buddhists made for an odd sort of fundamentalist. For one, following in
the footsteps of modernizing Japanese New Buddhist movements of nearly
a century previous, they were openly and self-consciously “globalist” in
their use of sources as well as their argumenta�on, presen�ng the
cri�calist founda�on of Cri�cal Buddhism as a universal feature of
progressive civiliza�on, one that transcends the bounds of history, culture,
and religion—rather than something confined to Buddhism or Japanese
tradi�on. And yet, in addi�on to their eclec�c employment of Western
sources, Matsumoto and Hakamaya also insisted that cri�ca was a deeply
rooted—though o�en unrecognized and generally underdeveloped—
element of Asian Buddhist thought. Thus, their understanding of Buddhism
is rooted in familiar teachings such as the three marks of impermanence,



no-self (anātman), nirvāṇa, the Four Noble Truths, and the Eigh�old Path,
all of which are bound, they argue, by a deeper criterion: cri�cism or
cri�calism. For the Cri�cal Buddhists, Buddhism, that is, true Buddhism,
resides not in history, not even in the history or teachings of Śākyamuni,
the so-called historical Buddha, but in cri�cism, based on a staunch
adherence to fundamental Buddhist doctrines regarding the nature of and
appropriate response to suffering, including both “structural” or “systemic”
forms of suffering manifested in, for example, poverty and social
discrimina�on, but also the more “tradi�onal” forms of suffering emerging
out of mental and emo�onal afflic�ons—or as we might say today,
“aliena�on.”

In a percep�ve review of the work of Hakamaya and Matsumoto, Dan
Lusthaus writes that Cri�cal Buddhism “was inevitable [and] necessary . . .
[as] the inevitable revisi�ng of a theme that has been central to Buddhism
since its onset.”[2] At the same �me, Cri�cal Buddhism was and is very
much a child of its �me; that is, our �me.[3] More than a century and half
ago, in the Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engels evoca�vely captured
one of the core elements of capitalist modernity with their famous phrase
“all that is solid melts into air.”[4] It is easy to miss the fact that, for Marx
and Engels, this capacity of capitalism (and associated modern bourgeois
culture) to dissolve all tradi�ons, certain�es, and absolutes is
simultaneously frightening and libera�ng—a necessary if painful step
toward a materially be�er and less alienated, more “human” future.
Arguably, nowhere did the whirlwind pace of modernity have such
disrup�ve effects as in Japan, which in 1868, just two decades a�er the
publica�on of the Manifesto, ini�ated a remarkable experiment in modern
na�on building with the disingenuously named Meiji Restora�on.

Even leaving aside (if such is possible) the enormous impact of its two
world wars, the twen�eth century can be characterized by a steady
realiza�on of Marx and Engels’s predic�on; that is, the relentless spread of
global capital, the concomitant shrinking of space, the unse�ng of local
cultures, and, by the end of the century, the decline in relevance of
na�onal borders and, arguably, the very idea of the na�on-state (though
not, alas, of ethno-na�onalism). This crumbling of place and unse�ling of
certain�es, has, once again, led to a certain amount of psychic unease,



even as it has brought higher standards of living for many—though
certainly not all—ci�zens of the world. And once again, this is perhaps
nowhere more evident than in Japan, par�cularly in the wake of successive
crises of the past two decades, including the long economic slump, the
Aum Shinrikyō terrorist incident, and, more recently, the triple-headed
tragedy of Fukushima. Given this, it is hardly surprising, though not thereby
any less disturbing, to see in the past several years a recrudescence of
na�onalist sen�ment among Japanese poli�cal leaders and some
academics.

What can Buddhism—or more par�cularly, Buddhist thought—
provide in response to the anxie�es unleashed by the forces of
globaliza�on? Does it have any role to play—other than, as Marx and
Engels might have it, as an opiate to “help” us through our suffering by
masking its true nature?[5] In this essay, I u�lize Cri�cal Buddhism as a
contemporary case of what Mahāyāna Buddhism calls upāya-kausālya (Jp.
hōben)—that is, “expedient” or “skillful means.”[6] In other words, I take
Cri�cal Buddhism as a heuris�c directed at curing a par�cular illness
affec�ng modern Buddhism, an afflic�on that circumvents a more fully
developed Buddhist socioethical praxis in the contemporary world. I
believe the inspira�on and fundamental insights of Cri�cal Buddhism are
extremely valuable for twenty-first-century scholarship in Buddhist studies
and Japanese thought, and, more specifically, may serve as a philosophical
or “doctrinal” complement or support to recent trends such as Engaged
Buddhism and so-called Buddhist theology.[7] In par�cular, and in rela�on
to the specific theme raised in this volume, Cri�cal Buddhism, itself rooted
in a set of assump�ons associated with “modernity,” is, I argue, poten�ally
useful in analyzing the possibili�es of a Buddhist “response” to the
problems of modernity in its present, “globalized” form(s). And yet, as I
have argued elsewhere, Cri�cal Buddhism has its own flaws and
limita�ons, and remains very much a work in progress.

In what follows I make three interrelated claims: (1) the Cri�cal
Buddhist cri�que of Buddhist quie�sm, rooted in interpreta�ons of specific
doctrines such as buddha-nature and generalized values such as “peace of
mind” and “harmony,” is a necessary framework for contemporary
discussion of Buddhist social ethics; (2) Cri�cal Buddhism remains �ed to a



“liberal” and largely individualist understanding of cri�cism and awakening,
and thus could benefit from Marxist historical and dialec�cal materialism;
(3) the materialist perspec�ve can also benefit from a Buddhist
understanding of impermanence—which might allow for a “humanist”
interpreta�on of materialism, one that avoids reduc�onism and is both
cri�cal and open to the reality of con�ngency. It is my conten�on that the
result of this mee�ng of Cri�cal Buddhism and Marxian materialism—
understood through the lens of Karl Mannheim’s work on utopia and
ideology cri�cism—reaffirms a this-worldly, even revolu�onary task of
Buddhist engagement, in a way that has some precedent in the Japanese
Nichiren tradi�on, par�cularly as manifested in the Buddhist socialism of
Seno’o Girō (1889–1961).

As Jacqueline Stone notes, the ideological component of Cri�cal
Buddhism is a par�cular valuable contribu�on, in the double sense of
working to uncover and clarify the ideological effects of Buddhist doctrine
in the “real world,” while presen�ng its own cri�cal work as unabashedly
norma�ve and ideological.[8] Let us begin, then, with a discussion of
“ideology.”

BUDDHIST CRITICISM AND/AS IDEOLOGY

In his now-classic work on the sociology of knowledge, Karl Mannheim
(1893–1947) juxtaposes two terms—ideology and utopia—crea�ng an
evoca�ve theore�cal paradigm with which to explore the social and
poli�cal implica�ons of religious thought, par�cularly in the context of
global modernity. The term “ideology” dates from the end of the
eighteenth century, specifically to the work of Destu� de Tracy (1754–
1836), who coined it to denote “study of the origin and laws of opera�on
of ‘ideas’ in Condillac’s sense, that is, psychic facts of all kinds, and their
rela�on to language.”[9] In the work of Marx and Engels, “ideology” was
employed in a more specific (and norma�ve) sense, one that would inform
most subsequent understandings:

[Ideology is] a false consciousness or an obfuscated mental process in
which men do not understand the forces that actually guide their
thinking, but imagine it to be wholly governed by logic and intellectual



influences. When thus deluded, the thinker is unaware that all
thought, and par�cularly his own, is subject in its course and outcome
to extra-intellectual social condi�ons, which it expresses in a form
distorted by the interests and preferences of some collec�vity or
other. . . . The fact that human life is determined by the conflicts of
material life is not consciously reflected in ideological construc�ons,
or they would not truly deserve the name ideology.[10]

In this Marxian reading of ideology, as interpreted (correctly, I believe)
by Leszek Kołakowski (1927–2009), “ideology” is a form—perhaps the
primary form—of delusion or self-willed obfusca�on, based less on malice
or a desire for power (or, it should be noted, Freudian subconscious
desires) than on failure to realize the fundamental premise of historical
materialism; that is, that all thought is condi�oned by material forces. We
should note at the outset that this Marxian recogni�on in ideology of the
human tendency toward “error” on the basis of a lack of awareness of
condi�oned genesis is, muta�s mutandae, strikingly Buddhist in flavor—
though, as I will argue, the tradi�onal Buddhist understanding of delusion
is actually closer to Freud than Marx in its focus on internal psychic states
or “habits of mind” rather than external, material circumstances.
Transla�ng the Marxian cri�que of ideology into Buddhist terms,
awakening might be understood as largely if not fully a process of de-
ideologiza�on.

Mannheim, however, takes his analysis further than Marx and Engels,
outlining two dis�nct approaches to the term ideology—one that is
par�cular (in his terms, “psychological”) and another that is total (i.e.,
theore�cal or “noological”). We touch upon the la�er, he argues,
“whenever we consider not merely the content but also the form, and
even the conceptual framework of a mode of thought as a func�on of the
life-situa�on of a thinker.”[11] Again, the clearest expression of this can be
found in Marx, for whom “[t]he economic categories are only the
theore�cal expressions, the abstrac�ons, of the social rela�ons of
produc�on. . . . The same men who establish social rela�ons comformably
with their material produc�vity, produce also the principles, the ideas, the
categories, comformably with their social rela�ons.”[12] Or, more famously,



and concisely, “It is not the consciousness of men that determines their
existence but, on the contrary, their social existence which determines
their consciousness.”[13] This basic Marxian insight is rooted in a
fundamental awareness of condi�oned existence at all levels, but more
specifically of the Seinsgebundenheit (situa�onal or existen�al
determina�on) of thought.[14] Here we come close to the Cri�cal Buddhist
analysis of the various ways in which Buddhist doctrine has been
“modified,” transformed, or reinterpreted (not always inten�onally) to suit
prevailing social customs and mores—including ones that seem to run
counter to founda�onal Buddhist ideas.

Mannheim develops this dis�nc�on between the two types of
ideology further by sugges�ng that, while the par�cular concep�on
“operates primarily with a psychology of interests,” the total concep�on
employs “a more formal func�onal analysis, without any reference to
mo�va�ons, confining itself to an objec�ve descrip�on of the structural
differences in minds opera�ng in different social se�ngs.”[15] One
implica�on is that, while the former limits itself to a�emp�ng to work out
causal connec�ons at the level of the individual—and even more so, at the
level of the individual’s “mental processes”—the la�er, which, it goes
without saying, Mannheim favors, is be�er suited to understanding the
“total situa�on” of a given social group, because it relies upon a broader,
systemic or structural analysis of causes. Going back to my contrast above,
whereas the par�cular concep�on might be seen as a psychological or
even Freudian form of analysis, the total concep�on is closer to the Marxist
or—perhaps more pointedly—Marxian concep�on of ideology cri�cism. At
any rate, the limita�on of the former perspec�ve is evident, since the
“par�cular” or non-noological analysis of ideologies relying as it does on
“the content of individual thought largely dependent on the interests of
the subject,” can never achieve the “basic reconstruc�on of the whole
outlook of a social group.”[16] In other words, it relies on a post-Cartesian
liberal-humanist understanding of the self as an isolated “mind,” and
thereby severely curtails the scope of the “poli�cal.”

This, I believe, is key to any discussion of a possible correla�on
between ideology cri�cism coming from social theory and Buddhist
concep�ons of libera�on understood as a recogni�on and “realiza�on” of



existen�al determina�on or situa�onal condi�onedness. If we accept the
premises of ideology cri�cism as outlined by Mannheim and Marx, then as
long as Buddhism remains �ed to a framework for awakening that implies
an isolated (and thus depoli�cized) individual—even one that is without
substan�al “self”—the delusive power of ideology will remain. Thus
formulated, the “total” or noological perspec�ve on ideology provides a
broader cri�cal frame with which to reinterpret the social aspect (or lack of
such) in tradi�onal and modernist Buddhist thought. What this means, in
prac�ce, is that a truly Cri�cal Buddhism must begin to develop or
incorporate noological strategies—a task that I suggest can be done using
resources from both within and without Buddhist tradi�on.

ENLIGHTENMENT AVATARS: BACON VERSUS DESCARTES

Just as the Cri�cal Buddhists look to the European Enlightenment to find
precedent for their universal method of cri�calism, so too does Mannheim
look back to this forma�ve period in modern Western thought to discover
roots for his concept of “total” ideology cri�cism and thus the “sociological
point of view.” And yet, whereas Matsumoto and Hakamaya rely on the
cri�cal method of René Descartes (1596–1650)—par�cularly as outlined in
his Discours de la méthode (1637)—Mannheim employs the work of Bri�sh
empiricist Francis Bacon (1561–1626), who in Novum Organum (1620)
develops a secular and in many respects strikingly “modern” theory of
idola or “idolatry.” For Bacon, human social existence is plagued with
“phantoms” and “preconcep�ons,” sources of error derived to some
degree from human nature, but also from society and (especially) tradi�on.
[17] Wherever they may emerge, these various idola—of the den, cave, and
marketplace—become “obstacles in the path of true knowledge.”[18] In his
analysis of the “idols of the market,” in par�cular, Bacon’s remarks
prefigure not only Marx but also Wi�genstein’s cau�on about the
“bewitchment of the mind via language”:

There are also idols formed by the reciprocal intercourse and society
of man with man, which we call idols of the market from the
commerce and associa�on of men with each other; for men converse
by means of language, but words are formed at the will of the



generality, and there arises from a bad and unapt forma�on of words
a wonderful obstruc�on of the mind.[19]

Of par�cular interest here is the way that Bacon connects the problem
of linguis�c communica�on with economic and informa�onal exchange,
thereby sugges�ng that the greater the breadth of exchange in a global
marketplace, the more opportuni�es for linguis�c obfusca�on. This is a
point worth no�ng in our own “informa�on age,” in which it is o�en
assumed that the flow of informa�on via the Internet and other forms of
global communica�on inevitably contributes to mutual understanding.

It is not incidental that Bacon was also the first prominent Western
thinker since the classical era to explore atheism as a plausible (and in
many ways posi�ve) stance, and as a possible prerequisite for truly cri�cal
thought. Though famous for his adage that “a li�le philosophy inclines
man’s mind to atheism; but depth in philosophy brings man’s mind to
religion,” in his essay “Of Supers��on” we find the following remarkable
admission: “Atheism leaves a man to sense, to philosophy, to natural piety,
to laws, to reputa�on: all which may be guides to an outward moral virtue .
. . but supers��on dismounts all these and erects an absolute monarchy in
the minds of men: therefore atheism never did perturb states; for it makes
men wary of themselves.”[20] In this formula�on, self-consciousness and
virtue are directly connected to a rejec�on of transcendental controlling
forces, and a lack of tradi�onal religious faith translates into personal—and
by extension, poli�cal—circumspec�on (albeit, in Bacon’s eyes, in a way
that results in stability rather than perturba�on). Without wishing to enter
the unanswerable debate about whether or not Buddhism is or is not
“atheis�c,” this Baconian cri�que of the dangers of transcendentalism has
clear resonance with aspects of early Buddhist thought, as well as with the
work of Buddhist modernists in Japan and elsewhere.

With regard to his understanding of the self in rela�on to agency,
Bacon has been co-opted by contemporary philosopher Richard Rorty
(1931–2007) as an an�founda�onal pragma�st avant la le�re; that is, a
thinker who established the founda�ons for an alterna�ve track of
Western thought based on construc�ve “self-asser�on” rather than
Platonic or Cartesian “self-grounding.” Whereas the Cri�cal Buddhists laud
Descartes for his commitment to a cri�cal perspec�ve rooted in existen�al



doubt, Rorty recognizes the limits of Cartesian introspec�on in the
following terms:

By taking the ability to do such science as a mark of something deep
and essen�al to human nature, as the place where we got closest to
our true selves, Descartes preserved just those themes that Bacon
had tried to obliterate. The preserva�on of the Platonic idea that our
most dis�nc�vely human func�on was our ability to manipulate “clear
and dis�nct ideas,” rather than accomplish feats of social engineering,
was Descartes most important and most unfortunate contribu�on to
what we now think of as “modern philosophy.” Had Bacon . . . been
taken more seriously, we might not have been struck with a canon of
“great modern philosophers” who took “subjec�vity” as their theme.
[21]

In Rorty’s eyes, it is Bacon and not Descartes who is the most
profound thinker of (Western?) modernity, precisely because he allows us
to focus on solving ques�ons and problems that are “outside” of our
selves; indeed, one might argue that for Bacon, the self is “empty,” being
li�le more than a convenient vehicle for “agency.” Here too, a clear parallel
can be made with tradi�onal Buddhist understandings of anātman (Jp.
muga), par�cularly as this idea is developed in Mahāyāna thought, where
the ideal figure of the bodhisa�va exemplifies the always-ac�ve and ever-
compassionate “empty person.” (Of course, I do not mean to suggest that
Bacon’s “social engineering” is equivalent to a vow to act with compassion
for all sen�ent beings; rather, the point is that, in both cases, what one
does takes precedence over what one is; that is, ethics before metaphysics,
par�cularly ontology).

Yet Bacon’s error, according to Marx, was also the compound mistake
of later German ideologists such as Ludwig Feuerbach (1804–1872): first,
“the belief that humanity is governed by false ideas and imagina�ons and
men are enslaved to the crea�ons of their own minds,” that is, “gods” for
Feuerbach and “idols” for Bacon and a host of post-Enlightenment
progressives; and second, the concomitant assump�on that it is the task of
philosophy “to expose and destroy these wrong ideas and revolu�onize the
society based on them.”[22] On the contrary, Marx and Engels argued that



the authority of delusions over human minds is not simply a result of
“mental distor�ons” that we can cure by simply working upon the
individual consciousness. Rather, it is rooted in social condi�ons and thus
“is only the intellectual expression of social servitude.”[23] This, I propose,
is the fundamental challenge posed by Marxism to (Cri�cal) Buddhist
thought: that is, the challenge of (historical) materialism as a founda�on
for ideology cri�cism.

BUDDHISM AND THE UTOPIAN IMAGINATION

In order to flesh this out in terms of what it might mean for contemporary
global Buddhism, let us turn from a discussion of “ideology” to “utopia,”
the other major trope in Mannheim’s classic study. A�er first delinea�ng
the “utopian mentality” as that which is always in incongruence with the
world—that is, “oriented towards objects which do not exist in the actual
situa�on”—Mannheim dis�nguishes utopian incongruity from ideological
incongruity. Whereas the la�er may also “depart from reality” in thought,
it does not go so far as to effect change on social life; rather, being
ideology, it is ul�mately adopted or assimilated in support of the status
quo. Thus, “[o]nly those orienta�ons transcending reality will be referred
to by us as utopian which, when they pass over into conduct, tend to
sha�er, either par�ally or wholly, the order of things prevailing at the
�me.”[24] In short, utopias are always already cri�cal in the most
fundamental sense of the term.

Though Mannheim eschews the norma�ve (and, to his mind, limited)
perspec�ve of Marxism, here his criterion for “utopia” appears to adopt
Marx’s call for philosophy (or ideas) to “change” the world rather than
merely “interpret” it. And yet, Mannheim defines utopia primarily in terms
of effec�ve social transforma�on (par�al or total), whereas Marx and
Engels understood utopia (as in “utopian socialism,” but also Chris�an
socialism and liberal progressivism) as a form of bourgeois escapism—not
merely ineffec�ve but inhibi�ve of real sociopoli�cal transforma�on. We
must be careful to delineate these dis�nc�ons further, however.
Mannheim is not, as it might seem, sugges�ng that we reserve the term
utopian for those ideas or worldviews that succeed in directly changing
“the world” in which they are unleashed. Clearly, one has to allow for the



possibility of failure (though this is perhaps something that a strict Marxist
approach would not allow). The dis�nguishing criterion has less to do with
actual outcome—that is, success or failure—than with the capacity to
resist assimila�on, even if that means effectual “defeat” in pragma�c
terms.

In the course of history, man has occupied himself more frequently
with objects transcending his scope of existence than with those
immanent in his existence and, despite this, actual and concrete forms
of social life have been built upon the basis of such “ideological”
states of mind which were incongruent with reality. Such an
incongruent orienta�on became utopian only when in addi�on it
tended to burst the bonds of the exis�ng order. Consequently
representa�ves of a given order have not in all cases taken a hos�le
a�tude toward orienta�ons transcending the exis�ng order. Rather
they have always aimed to control those situa�onally transcendent
ideas and interests which are not realizable within the bounds of the
present order, and thereby to render them socially impotent, so that
such ideas would be confined to a world beyond history and society,
where they would not affect the status quo.[25]

Another way of pu�ng this is that representa�ve elites a�empt,
whenever possible, to transform (or co-opt) emergent utopias into
ideologies, in part by emphasizing situa�onal transcendence. This, it would
seem obvious, is a par�cularly effec�ve strategy when it comes to religious
utopias, which are frequently already rooted in transcendental mo�fs or
aspira�ons. Borrowing terms from radical thinker Gustav Landauer (1870–
1919), Mannheim goes on to define “every actually exis�ng and ongoing
social order” a topia (from Greek topos), in contrast to those “wish-images
which take on a revolu�onary func�on”—that is, utopias. Though
ideologies, like utopias, may be “situa�onally transcendent,” unlike utopias
they are also capable of being assimilated to the social order; that is,
though “they o�en become the good-inten�oned mo�ves for the
subjec�ve conduct of the individual,” they “never succeed de facto in the
realiza�on of their projected contents.”[26] Mannheim cites the example of
Chris�an agape or brotherly love, which, at least for most of Chris�an



history, has remained a nebulous—and largely poli�cally harmless—ideal
out of reach of the social reali�es in which Chris�anity has actually existed.
In other words, over the course of �me it became an “ideology,” despite
the fact that it may indeed—as libera�on theologians argue—have
originated as a “utopia.” Is it possible that the Asian Buddhist trope of
nirvāṇa (along with its East Asian offshoots, such as satori and kenshō) has
func�oned in a similar way?

According to the Cri�cal Buddhists, the answer is a resounding yes.
They accept the thesis developed by mid-twen�eth-century cri�c Ichikawa
Hakugen (1902–1986), who through works such as The War Responsibility
of Buddhists (1970) was one of the very few Japanese Buddhist writers to
confront the issue of Buddhist “collabora�on” with twen�eth-century
Japanese militarism. In a discussion of the socioethical lapses of Japanese
Zen, Ichikawa looks to the historical context of the development of Chan in
fi�h- and sixth-century China as a force for cohesion in a period of great
turmoil in that country. Along with the Cri�cal Buddhists, Ichikawa places
par�cular emphasis on the effect of the concept of harmony (Jp. wa or
wagō), which incorporates Daoist-inspired ideas of nonresistance and
tolerance. Over the centuries, Chan absorbed and adopted fundamental
no�ons of harmony, nonconten�on, and nondiscrimina�on from Daoism.
[27] As such, Ichikawa argues, the Zen awakening or satori experience,
inflected with Chinese Daoist principles of adaptability, emerges as li�le
more than a “peaceful” affirma�on of the status quo—bere� of any need
for change or cri�cism.[28] In short, in Ichikawa’s analysis, Chan/Zen
becomes a search for “peace of mind” (Ch. anxin; Jp. anshin), and thus
neglects the broader social or structural forms of suffering embedded in
social, economic, and poli�cal systems. The problem, argues Ichikawa, is
that such ideas become easy prey to ideological manipula�on and
submission to authority. In a climate of authoritarian control, Buddhists or
others who adopt harmony as a guiding ethic commit themselves to
upholding the status quo, whatever that may be. This is evident in the
Buddhist cri�cism of Chris�ans and socialists who a�empted in various
ways to oppose the state from the �me of the 1890 Imperial Rescript on
Educa�on through the late 1930s:



With what has modern Japanese Buddhism harmonised itself? With
State Shintō. With state power and authority. With militarism.
Accordingly, with war. To what has modern Japanese Buddhism been
nonresistant? To State Shintō. To state power and author�ty. To
militarism. To wars of invasion. To what has modern Japanese
Buddhism been tolerant? Toward those with whom it harmonizes.
Toward personal responsibility for the war.[29]

REIMAGINING (CRITICAL) BUDDHISM AS UTOPIA

Although Mannheim is at pains to stress his objec�vity, and the fact that
his use of these contras�ng terms is without evalua�ve coloring, it is hard
to avoid the sense that, in his schema, utopias are the favored, progressive
mind-set. It is also easy to hear in his argument echoes of a form of
rhetoric familiar to modernizing religious tradi�ons the world over: that of
the “degenera�on” of a tradi�on or ins�tu�on from a puta�ve “pure”
origin.[30] What makes Mannheim’s analysis more provoca�ve, however, is
that it seems to assume that all ideologies are rooted in utopias—that is,
all religions and philosophical tradi�ons, no ma�er how “otherworldly”
they may appear, are fundamentally oriented toward social (poli�cal,
economic?) transforma�on. As a broad generaliza�on, this seems
untenable, though a more plausible case can be made on the level of a
specific tradi�on or set of ideas, as has been done for both Chris�anity
(e.g., the Anabap�sts and other radical reformers, the social gospel
movement, libera�on theology) and Buddhism (e.g., the Fuju-fuse sect,
modern Nichirenists, and Cri�cal and Engaged Buddhism).

In further classifying the various forms of utopia, Mannheim first
delineates the chilias�c mentality associated with the “ecsta�c” and
“orgias�c” ac�vism of religious movements as exemplified by Thomas
Münzer (1488–1525) and the Anabap�sts.[31] In speaking of Münzer and
his enthusias�c followers (derisively labeled Schwärmer by a frightened
Luther), Mannheim claims that, not only do these chilias�c movements
provide a historical root for modern socialism, they can be seen as the
beginning of “poli�cs” itself, at least in the modern sense of the term, “if
we here understand by poli�cs a more or less conscious par�cipa�on of all
strata of society in the achievement of some mundane purpose, as



contrasted with a fatalis�c acceptance of events as they are, or of control
from ‘above.’”[32]

This situa�on was of great moment not only for poli�cs but also for
those spiritual strivings which had become fused with prac�cal
movements and which had abandoned their detached and aloof
posi�on. Orgias�c energies and ecsta�c outbursts soon began to
operate in a worldly se�ng, and tensions, previous transcending day
to day life became explosive agents within it. The impossible gives
birth to the possible, and the absolute interferes with the world and
condi�ons actual events. This fundamental and most radical form of
modern utopia was fashioned out of a singular material. It
corresponded to the spiritual fermenta�on and physical excitement of
the peasants, of a stratum living closest to the earth. It was at the
same �me robustly material and highly spiritual.[33]

Though Mannheim understandably employs Chris�an examples, there
are certainly precedents for chilias�c utopianism in Asian Buddhist history,
perhaps most especially in medieval China and early modern Japan.
Regarding the former, the White Lotus Society, which flourished in
thirteenth- and fourteenth-century China, is the most salient example.
Origina�ng within the Pure Land sect, the White Lotus Society par�cipated
in late–Yuan dynasty revolts against Mongol rule before fomen�ng outright
revolu�on in the mid-1350s, a struggle that led directly to the birth of the
new Ming dynasty. In Japan, the most significant peasant rebellions
associated with Buddhism were the ikkō-ikki of the Muromachi period
(1337–1573).[34] In this case, peasant farmers, monks and some nobles
banded together to fight against samurai rule, under the inspira�on of
Amida Buddha and the teachings of the Shin sect.[35] In 1488 the ikki
successfully overthrew the rulers of Kaga province, and established bases
in other regions over the next few decades. Unsurprisingly, this caught the
a�en�on of the secular authori�es, but while the ikki of Mikawa province
were defeated at the Ba�le of Akukizaka in 1564, other branches
con�nued to exist throughout the Edo period, partly due to alliances with
powerful daimyō, including Ashikaga Yoshiaki (1537–1597) and, for a �me,
Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1537–1598). Eventually, Oda Nobunaga (1534–1582)



and his forces would destroy the fortresses of the Ikkō sect at Nagashima
and Ishiyama (now Ōsaka Castle), and the sect, or what was le� of it,
would be outlawed under the Tokugawa shogunate.

In contrast to the chilias�c sort, the liberal-humanitarian mentality is
rooted less in “ecsta�c-orgias�c energies” than in “ideas.” Here we come
closer to the understanding of utopia cri�cized by Marx and Engels. In the
liberal concep�on, a “formal goal projected into the infinite future”
func�ons as a “regula�ve device in mundane affairs.” In other words,
utopia is quite literally an idealized “other realm” that inspires us by
working on or transforming our moral conscience. This general
understanding underlies much of what we now call “modern philosophy,”
and as such, was deeply intertwined with the poli�cal ideas of a par�cular
class: the bourgeoisie, who consciously employed it against the “clerical-
theological” view of the world.[36] “This outlook, in accordance with the
structural rela�onship of the groups represen�ng it, pursued a dynamic
middle course between the vitality, ecstasy, and vindic�veness of
oppressed strata, and the immediate concreteness of a feudal ruling class
whose aspira�ons were in complete congruence with the then exis�ng
reality.”[37] Importantly, this liberal-bourgeois drive toward the “middle
way” is pursued through a privileging of ideas above the vulgar materiality
of “exis�ng reality.” As a result, according to Mannheim, “[e]levated and
detached, and at the same �me sublime, it lost all sense for material
things, as well as every real rela�onship with nature.”[38] In short, however
utopian, a “moderate” path that ul�mately privileges ideas over material
reality contains a real danger of falling into a form of idealism that
conforms to, rather than challenges, the material—and thus ideological—
status quo. A case can certainly be made that modern Buddhism along
with most if not all major religious tradi�ons has generally taken this path
(see above). In fact, this is precisely the central argument of the Cri�cal
Buddhists, though they do not extend their cri�que to a pervasive “liberal”
mentality rooted in a discourse of modernity.

Thus, while the liberal-humanitarian perspec�ve claims to present a
“middle way,” it is in fact ul�mately “extreme” in its failure to present a
challenge to reigning material condi�ons. The true “moderate” path,
Mannheim argues, is the socialist-communist idea. Though close in some



respects to the liberal-humanitarian one, this borrows from both the
liberal vision and the chilias�c one—par�cularly with respect to a more
nuanced understanding of the role of ideas vis-à-vis the material in social
existence. Though socialism concurs with liberalism in rejec�ng “chilias�c
excitement” in favor of a more balanced “recogni�on that latent ecsta�c
energies must be sublimated through cultural ideals,” ideas are not simply
“dreams and desires” or “imaginary impera�ves wa�ed down from some
absolute sphere; they have rather a concrete life of their own and a
definite func�on in the total process. They die away when they become
outmoded, and they can be realized when the social process a�ains to a
given structural situa�on. Without such relevance to reality, they become
merely obfusca�ng ‘ideologies.’”[39]

Here we see, once again, the contrast between ideas that are
“relevant” to material condi�ons (i.e., “reality”) and those that are not; the
la�er of which are dismissed as “obfusca�ng ‘ideologies.’” Furthermore:

The socialist “idea,” in its interac�on with “actual” elements, operates
not as a purely formal and transcendent principle which regulates the
event from the outside, but rather as a “tendency” within the matrix
of this reality which con�nuously corrects itself with reference to this
context. The concrete inves�ga�on of the interdependence of the
en�re range of events from economic to psychic and intellectual must
bring together isolated observa�ons into a func�onal unity against the
background of a developing whole.[40]

Here we return to the noological impera�ve introduced in
Mannheim’s discussion of ideology. Of par�cular note for our purposes is
Mannheim’s conclusion with regard to the cri�cal func�on of the socialist
approach, rooted in a holis�c or interdependent perspec�ve: “It is not
sufficient [i.e., as with the liberal view] to have a good inten�on in the
abstract and to postulate in the far-off future a realized realm of freedom,
the elements of which are not subject to control.” Rather, “[i]t is necessary
. . . to become aware of the real condi�ons (in this case economic and
social) under which such a wish-fulfillment can at all become opera�ve.
The road which leads from the present to this distant goal must also be
inves�gated in order to iden�fy those forces in the contemporary process



whose immanent, dynamic character, under our direc�on, leads step by
step towards the realized idea.”[41] This appears to be Mannheim’s
reformula�on of the Marxist concept of praxis, one that aligns well with
certain Mahāyāna—and perhaps especially Zen—Buddhist understandings
of prac�ce as enlightenment; that is, the work toward libera�on from
suffering is in itself libera�on from suffering.

In short, “socialism, in its analysis of ideology, worked out a coherent,
cri�cal method which was, in effect, an a�empt to annihilate the
antagonists’ utopia by showing that they had their roots in the exis�ng
situa�on.”[42] The socialist technique of ideology cri�cism is one that
Mannheim embraces—as becomes clear, this is precisely what he means
when he writes of the task of the sociology of knowledge itself, a task that
takes one well beyond the confines of an academic discipline. And yet, in
a�emp�ng to go beyond Marxism, Mannheim also charges socialists and
communists with being par�cularly prone to the belief that they can
somehow exempt their own “scien�fic” analysis from historical
con�ngency and condi�onality.[43] This failure to recognize or realize the
“situa�onal determinism” (Seinsgebundenheit) of one’s own ideas �es
directly into tradi�onal Buddhist understandings of no-self,
interdependence, dependent origina�on, and emp�ness. The trick—for
Buddhists, in par�cular—is to maintain a deep and abiding recogni�on of
“condi�oned existence” that does not lapse into the “transcendental trap,”
by which being condi�oned by one’s circumstances makes changing those
circumstances impossible, unwarranted, or both.

Here again, Mannheim may be of assistance in thinking through this
problem. Throughout his work he employs two dis�nct German terms to
describe condi�oned existence: Seinsgebundenheit and
Seinsverbundenheit. Though it o�en appears as though these terms are
used interchangeably, there is a subtle but significant dis�nc�on in nuance.
Whereas Seinsgebundenheit “refers to an objec�ve and compara�vely
strict linkage between the condi�ons under which thought exists in the
world and the makeup of the thought itself,” Seinsverbundenheit takes this
linkage “as a func�on of the subjec�ve commitments and iden�fica�ons of
those who bear the thought in society, and accordingly as less fixed.”[44]

This dis�nc�on is apparent in the following passage from Mannheim’s



1931 essay on the sociology of knowledge (“Wissenssoziologie”): “The
direc�on of research in the sociology of knowledge may be guided in such
a way that it does not lead to an absolu�zing of the connectedness to
existence (Seinsverbundenheit) but that precisely in the discovery of the
existen�al connectedness of present insights, a first step towards the
resolu�on of existen�al determina�on (Seinsgebundenheit) is seen.”[45]

Put this way, Mannheim’s “task”; that is, a resolu�on of existen�al
determina�on via a thoroughly cri�cal perspec�ve rooted in an awareness
of interdependence comes perilously close to a (Cri�cal) Buddhist
orienta�on. This becomes clear given that, in Ke�ler and Meja’s words:
“Mannheim insists that awareness of the social commitments cons�tu�ve
of social knowledge will counter the mechanical and alienated forms of
those commitments, opera�ng as uncontrollable constraints.”[46] Here, it
would seem, “libera�on” (or “knowledge”) arises primarily from the
recogni�on of condi�onedness, rather than a break from such. Or, perhaps
more precisely, the awareness is itself the break.[47] Due to the fact that,
elsewhere, Mannheim takes pains to note that “existen�al determina�on”
is not a “mechanical cause-effect sequence” but a more open correla�on, I
have employed the term condi�onedness to describe this approach.[48]

THE USE AND LIMITS OF “MATERIALISM”

At this point we should recall that the socialist recogni�on of condi�oned
existence is firmly embedded within a “materialist” orienta�on: “The
‘material’ condi�ons which were previously regarded merely as evil
obstacles in the path of the idea are here hyposta�zed into the motor
factor in world affairs, in the form of an economic determinism which is
reinterpreted in materialis�c terms.”[49] Moreover, this posi�on can be
seen as a “middle path” between liberal and conserva�ve concep�ons:

Essen�ally what happens here is a peculiar assimila�on of the
conserva�ve sense of determinism into the progressive utopia which
strives to remake the world . . . [w]hile conserva�ve mentality
naturally connected the feeling of determinateness with the
affirma�on of the present, socialism merges a progressive social force



with the checks which revolu�onary ac�ons automa�cally imposes
upon itself when it perceived the determining forces of history.[50]

In other words, it is precisely the newfound awareness of the power
of material phenomenon to shape social structures, beliefs, and ideas that
divests them of their inevitability, opening up avenues for transforma�on
at all levels (“Thereby our view of history obtains an ever more concrete,
differen�ated, but at the same �me flexible framework.”[51] ) The sense of
condi�onality—which is part and parcel of a deep and abiding historical
consciousness—Mannheim percep�vely sees as an important (if o�en
neglected) aspect of socialist orienta�on, and one that dis�nguishes it
from both the radical atemporality of the chilias�c spirit (found in modern
anarchism, especially the work of Bakunin) and the dehistoricized and
dematerialized “idea” that undergirds the liberal a�tude.[52]

As I have shown, in thinking through Mannheim’s concep�on of the
sociology of knowledge—that is, as both “theory” rooted in empirical
analysis and “historical-sociological method of research” oriented toward
judgments of “validity”—parallels to tradi�onal Buddhist concep�ons of
the process toward awakening are evident. At the same �me, it is also
useful to think about incongrui�es, especially elements of the sociology of
knowledge that may provide a cri�cal perspec�ve on “Buddhist cri�cism.”
Here again, we can turn to the fundamental no�on of the “existen�al
determina�on of knowledge” (Seinsverbundenheit des Wissens). As
Mannheim explains, this perspec�ve moves us away from the simplis�c
no�on that thought develops historically in accordance with immanent
laws, is derived from the “nature of things” or “pure logical possibili�es,”
or is driven by an “inner dialec�c.”[53] Instead, “the emergence and
crystalliza�on of actual thought” is understood to be driven by “extra-
theore�cal” or “existen�al” factors of various sorts, factors that “are
relevant not only to the genesis of ideas, but penetrate into their forms
and content and . . . decisively determine the scope and intensity of our
experience and observa�on”[54] —that is, our ideology or perspec�ve.

Even more important, however, from a Buddhist perspec�ve, is the
insight Mannheim provides with regard to the social processes influencing
the process of knowledge:



[I]t will become more and more clear that the living forces and actual
a�tudes which underlie the theore�cal ones are by no means merely
of an individual nature. . . . Rather, they arise out of the collec�ve
purpose of a group which underlies the thought of the individual, and
in the prescribed outlook of which he merely par�cipates. In this
connec�on, it becomes more clear that a large part of thinking and
knowing cannot be correctly understood, as long as its connec�on
with existence or with the social implica�ons of human life are not
taken into account.[55]

Against classical Marxism, Mannheim broadens the influencing social
processes beyond class, to include “genera�ons, status groups, sects,
occupa�onal schools, etc.”[56] In this analysis, Marxism became fixated on
one—albeit highly significant—social factor undergirding thought, to the
neglect of a broader, more systema�c vision. Moreover, as noted above,
Marxists o�en fell prey to blindness with regard to their own social
determina�on.[57]

As Bill Mar�n notes, Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–1980) was one of the first
and most prominent students of Marx to recognize the singular flaw in
Marxism—or at least in the standard interpreta�ons of Marxism—that is,
the fact that “‘real, sensuous human beings’ (to use Marx’s language from
the “Theses on Feuerbach”) drop out of the picture in any theory, even an
historical materialist theory, that takes history as working out according to
strict laws.”[58] Ironically, in tying its cart to the horse of natural science
(and a strict, arguably nonscien�fic ontological materialism) and inclining
toward a determinist view of history, classical Marxism lost sight of the
fundamental truth of con�ngency, without which an understanding of
history—and thus human existence—is impossible. As Mar�n puts it: “The
irony is that Marx is overly philosophical in his concentra�on on an
ontology of necessity, while there is only ethics when there is con�ngency
and possibility.”[59]

Despite his personal sympathies with Stalinism, Sartre was also
prescient in developing a cri�que of the tendency within any system of
thought toward “totalism.” In his Search for a Method, he proposes that
“the big, totalizing ‘system’ (in this case, of Hegel and Marx), requires a



reasser�on of the existen�al par�cular and singular, or else the system will
have an overwhelming tendency to not only totalize, but to proclaim itself
the transcendental totalizer—in other words, God.”[60] Such a totalizing
perspec�ve quickly loses sight of the “par�culari�es of this earth”—misses
the trees for the forest, as it were—and reduces finite beings to the
inconsequen�al in the face of big ideas such as “history,” “revolu�on,” or
the “dictatorship of the proletariat.”

While this is undeniably a path taken by classical Marxism (in both
theory and prac�ce), it is also one that, according to the Cri�cal Buddhists,
has been a problem for East Asian Buddhism. Indeed, the Cri�cal Buddhist
cri�que of topicalism is rooted in a similar argument. Topicalism,
some�mes referred to by Matsumoto using the Sanskrit neologism dhātu-
vāda—meaning something like the “way of locus”; or more simply,
“essen�alism”—stands as the bête noire of Cri�cal Buddhism. Defined by
Matsumoto as “a substan�alist monism in which the Buddha-nature is the
sole founda�onal reality out of which apparent reality is produced,”[61] and
by Jamie Hubbard as “an aesthe�c mys�cism unconcerned with cri�cal
differen�a�on between truth and falsity and not in need of ra�onal
demonstra�on,”[62] topicalism is a way of thinking about Buddhism,
scholarship, religion and, one might add, life more generally, based on the
no�on of “a singular, real locus (dhātu) that gives rise to a plurality of
phenomena . . . a ‘genera�ve monism’ or a ‘transcendental realism.’”[63]

Moreover, according to Hakamaya, it is in fact a long-standing Buddhist
heresy, da�ng back at least to the Indian Abhidharma, and one that has
dominated and con�nues to dominate the Mahāyāna tradi�on as a whole,
and its Japanese offshoots in par�cular, bolstered not only by Shinto and
Daoist incursions but also in more recent �mes by the emergence of
“postmodern” thought.[64]

However, in presen�ng their own brand of cri�calism as a response to
topicalism—taking their inspira�on from Descartes—the Cri�cal Buddhists
neglect the possibili�es of historical or dialec�cal materialism, as well as
the Mannheimian understanding of utopia as a counter to topos. Although
classical Marxists have frequently opted for an ontological materialism;
that is, a metaphysical affirma�on of the fundamentally “material” nature
of reality, more prescient cri�cs have realized that Marxian (as opposed to



Marxist) materialism—like fundamental Buddhist teachings on suffering
and awakening—is less a statement about reality itself than a call for
reorienta�on of our basic a�tudes and prac�ces in rela�on to the world,
especially the world of other beings. In short:

[M]aterialism is not first of all a ma�er of some (in reality, quasi-
theological) allegiance to an ontology (a theory about what sorts of
substances there are in or underlying the world), but instead the
material of what Marx called, in the famous “Theses on Feuerbach”,
sensuous human prac�ces. We learn from prac�ces. Our prac�ces
ul�mately take place in the context of the forms of which human life
is produced, perpetuated, and reproduced. These forms, at least
beyond tribal socie�es that are not based on class division . . . depend
on divisions of labor, especially between mental and manual labor,
and on a division between those who control the means of produc�on
and those who do not.[65]

Thus, the problem of both “idealism” and “reduc�ve materialism”—
whether embedded in philosophy or religion—is that they either take
human beings out of “this world” or render them inconsequen�al against
the driving forces of nature and history. In short, both tend toward totalism
(and topicalism). Contrast this with a truly cri�cal materialism; that is, one
embedded in material, historical consciousness and a�uned to
con�ngency, in which “there is always more to do and more to learn.”[66]

Although it seems clear that Marx wanted to present a form of
materialism that was non-reduc�ve; that is, one that allows for “the
different, the new and the unexpected,” the fact is that, for be�er or
worse, he never wrote at length about his concept of “dialec�cal
materialism” as such, leaving an open space to be filled in various ways by
thinkers from Engels and Lenin to Lukács and Althusser. Bill Mar�n sees a
solu�on to this problem in the work of Kant, and more recently the “non-
reduc�ve physicalism” of Richard Rorty and Donald Davidson. I suggest
that Cri�cal Buddhism—and perhaps, Buddhism more generally—has
something to add to the debate regarding Marx’s “long philosophical
silence” on this ma�er.[67]



FROM TOPOS	TO “CRITICAL” UTOPIA?

But the ques�on remains: Can (Cri�cal) Buddhism provide an alterna�ve
recourse for “real, sensuous human beings”—that is, a humanis�c
materialism—or does it too, fall prey (as Jacques Derrida and Bill Mar�n
both suggest) to a similar tendency toward what we might call “ahistorical
historicity.” I believe it can provide the former, but perhaps only through a
deeper recogni�on of and responsiveness to both history and materiality;
in short, by adop�ng a modified version of “historical materialism.” In
looking for premodern resources for a Buddhist materialism rooted in a
cri�cal, utopian framework, I suggest that one might be found within the
Japanese Nichiren tradi�on. Although it is undeniable that modern
Nichirenism has tended toward poli�cal conserva�vism, if not outright
na�onalism and imperialism, there are significant precedents within
Nichiren’s ideas and those of some of his followers for thinking about
Buddhism along the lines discussed above by Marx and Mannheim.

As one of a number of popular new “reform” movements that arose
during the tumultuous Kamakura period (1185–1333), the Nichiren or
Lotus sect developed a unique and influen�al interpreta�on of the rela�on
between religious prac�ce and social affairs, one that is in�mately
connected to the classic Mahāyāna text, the Lotus Sutra (Jp. Hokkekyō).[68]

Nichiren (1222–1282), the founder of the sect, was, along with many of his
�mes, convinced that the surrounding chaos could only mean that the
world had reached its “la�er days”—in Buddhist tradi�on, a period known
as mappō (lit., the end of the Dharma or Buddhist law). Rather than seek
release in medita�on (as in Zen) or in faith in an otherworldly savior (as in
the popular Pure Land sects), however, Nichiren posited that “salva�on”
could only be found within society itself—remade or rediscovered under
the auspices of the Lotus Sutra. According to this understanding, it is
incumbent upon visionary leaders to work for socioreligious
transforma�on, so that a “Buddha land” can be realized in which there is
both peace and prosperity. Such “work” includes what we would today call
poli�cs, as well as economics, educa�on and various aspects of culture.
The underlying premise behind Nichiren’s religio-poli�cal vision, spelled
out in works such as Kanjin honzon shō (On the Contempla�on of the Mind
as the Object of Worship), is that “the self and society are mutually



intertwined, and, together as one, shape reality. Thus, in conjunc�on with
one’s own transforma�on and salva�on, the surrounding environment will
also change and be saved, which in turn will again have an impact on one’s
own transforma�on.”[69] In line with the chilias�c spirit, Nichiren and his
followers pursued a total transforma�on that effec�vely collapsed binary
realms of secular and sacred, spiritual and material, self and other.

While this sense of microscosmic-macrocosmic unity was not unique
to Nichiren, what is dis�nc�ve is Nichiren’s bold claim—albeit one also
implied by the text itself—that it was solely by means of faith in the Lotus
Sutra that such a transforma�on could take place.[70] This was a dis�nc�on
that would come to make a huge difference in terms of sociopoli�cal
a�tudes. Whereas Tendai, with its doctrinal inclusivism and reliance on
state patronage, was rarely involved in social conflict, Nichirenist
exclusivism (and rela�ve isola�on)—based in the belief there exists a
source for loyalty that transcends worldly obliga�ons based on filial piety
or tradi�onal social hierarchies, and that those in power who decline to
follow that source must be “admonished”—provides a solid basis for social
cri�que and resistance to authority, something that is, as Stone
understates, “rather rare in the history of Japanese Buddhism.”[71] The
doctrinal basis for such cri�que would become ins�tu�onalized in the
genera�ons a�er Nichiren’s death, with the prac�ce of kokka kangyō (lit.,
admonishing the state). While these ac�ons were generally framed in
“religious” rather than “poli�cal terms”—that is, Nichiren monks would
pe��on the emperor or shogun to cease patronizing schools other than
their own—it created a “space” for resistance that was en�rely lacking in
other sects and schools.

Along with many modern prac��oners inspired by the Lotus Sutra,
Nichiren found within it the grounds for an “upāya-inspired ethic,” which
“break[s] free from the code of laws passed on through tradi�on and
approach[es] the the situa�on of ethical decision-making . . . armed with a
revised scale of values in which karuṇā [i.e., compassion] is
predominant.”[72] Here we see the origins of a transgressive reading of the
Lotus Sutra—one that seeks to reinvent and overturn the exis�ng order,
rather than support or affirm it. There is, of course, some irony to this
reading, given that the text—as with other early Mahāyāna works such as



the Avataṃsaka Sutra—fairly revels in fantas�cal descrip�ons of
otherworldly splendor. Yet, as Gene Reeves argues, the reitera�on of
supernatural events and cosmic figures is intended not to disparage the
temporal world but rather to affirm its “supreme importance.” This is
because the miraculous world envisioned in the text is not “other” than
this very world in which we, like Śākyamuni, dwell. It is simply our world as
seen through the eyes of awakened beings.[73] Similarly, William LaFleur
has argued that the Lotus Sutra is a materialist text that radically affirms
the world, without denying the reality of suffering: “[W]ithin the sutra
there is an unmistakeable philosophical move opposite to that in Plato’s
Republic, a move to affirm the complete reality of the world of concrete
phenomena in spite of the fact that they are impermanent.”[74] This idea is
summarized nicely in the phrase shaba soku jakkōdo—“the sahā world is
the land of ever-tranquil light.”[75] In short, although the Lotus Sutra fails to
provide an explicit “utopia” in the strict sense of providing a model for
society, it does hint at the promise of a be�er world to come. Chapter
three, for example, opens with Śāriputra’s expression of ecsta�c joy upon
hearing the promise of universal buddhahood for all. Śākyamuni responds
with a promise that Śāriputra himself will in the distant future assuredly
become a buddha called Flower Light, and goes on to provide an elaborate
descrip�on of the paradisiacal realm over which Śāriputra will preside.[76]

This is just one example of the Lotus Sutra’s envisioning of a “utopia,” or
“buddha land” as spa�al (and temporal) equivalent of the soteriological
promise of universal buddhahood.

This interpreta�on of the Lotus Sutra as world affirming is central to
Nichiren’s religio-poli�cal vision. “For Nichiren, [in contrast to Zhiyi,] there
is only one sahā world. Vulture Peak, the place where the Lotus Sutra is
taught, represents both this world of ours and the most perfect world, the
only possible ‘paradise’. There is no other reality, neither for humanity, nor
for the Buddha.”[77] The point is not, for Nichiren, that we are presently
living in the perfect world, but rather that we are living in a world that is,
with faith, dedica�on, and great effort—“perfec�ble.” As Linda Dolce puts
it, his emphasis “is not on the absolute per se, but on the rela�ve that has
to become absolute.”[78] This, I suggest, is the primary source for the



ineluctable socio-poli�cal dimension of Nichiren Buddhism from the
Kamakura period through today.

And yet, for all this discussion of “prophe�c cri�que” rooted in a
“materialist” understanding of suffering and this-worldly utopian promise
of sociopoli�cal transforma�on, there is li�le in the wri�ngs of Nichiren or
his sectarian heirs to suggest what moderns would call a historical
consciousness regarding structural suffering and the need for socio-
poli�cal change. The specific “problems” that he and his followers took to
indicate the na�on’s misguided course were such things as natural
disasters or impending invasions, while their “solu�on” was inevitably a
call to eliminate all forms of Buddhist prac�ce besides devo�on to the
Lotus Sutra—something that the shoguns would not have been able to
accomplish even if they had wished to. It would take the emergence of the
“modernist” understanding of Buddhism in Meiji-era Japan—perhaps most
interes�ngly, in the work of Buddhist socialist Seno’o Girō (1889–1961)—to
allow for interpreta�ons of the Lotus Sutra that are (largely or fully) bere�
of this magical component.[79]

In his work, Seno’o insists on a proper understanding of the causes
and condi�ons of poverty. Since these causes and condi�ons are both
material and nonmaterial, then naturally the solu�on to poverty must also,
against the secular Marxists, include aspects of the spiritual—by which
Seno’o really means something like the human—as well as the material.[80]

Further, Seno’o strongly denounces the Buddhist establishment for u�lizing
Buddhist doctrines such as karma and the wheel of rebirth as explana�ons
—and ex post facto jus�fica�ons—for social inequali�es.[81] Along similar
lines, he cri�cizes the o�-employed Buddhist expression of “differen�a�on
is equality” (Jp. sabetsu soku byōdō) as being an abstract concept that
cannot and should not be applied to the social realm.[82] More generally,
Seno’o rejected the metaphysics of harmony—what Cri�cal Buddhists
would later call topicalism—found within much of the Mahāyāna
philosophical tradi�on, and reaching a peak within the Tendai synthesis
and hongaku or “original enlightenment” thought more generally.[83] It is
perhaps more accurate to say that—in developing his earlier commitment
to “Nichirenism”—Seno’o eventually came to see harmony and the
overarching vision of totality presented in Mahāyāna/Tendai thought and



the Lotus Sutra as a goal to be reached through historical (including
economic and poli�cal) transforma�on, rather than an a priori ontological
ground that must simply be recognized.[84] In similar fashion, suffering was
for him an existen�al condi�on to be analyzed and eliminated, rather than
—as some within the Tendai and associated tradi�ons would have it—an
illusory concept to be transcended via a dialec�cs of emp�ness or a deeper
realiza�on of Buddha-nature.

And yet, for Seno’o, just as socialism can wake Buddhists up from their
dogma�c slumbers, Buddhism serves to “so�en” the harder edges of
mainstream socialist atheism and materialism—by providing a humanist
element that socialism some�mes, perhaps inevitably, seems to lack. At
some points in his work, Seno’o suggests that socialism, as it has been
prac�ced both within and outside of Japan, falls prey to the same or similar
tendencies as mainstream religions, including historical and ins�tu�onal
Buddhism: tendencies summed up by terms like “idealism” (seishinshugi),
“abstract” (chūshōteki), and “reverence” (sūkei). Finally, in an explicit
cri�que of the increasingly vocal an�religious (hanshūkyō) movements of
the early 1930s, Seno’o asserts the value of Buddhist teachings such as
“no-self” in promo�ng individual perfec�on as well as sociopoli�cal
libera�on.[85]

CONCLUSIONS

As Seno’o Girō well knew, tradi�onal Buddhist teachings of karma have
long been used to both explain and inevitably jus�fy social inequali�es, in
the Theravāda Buddhist cultures of south and southeast Asia as well as the
Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna ones of central, north, and east Asia. Buddhist
Enlightenment figure Shimaji Mokurai (1838–1911)—though lauded by
Japanese progressives for his stand in favor of freedom of religion and the
separa�on of church and state—was neither the first or last to blame
poverty on the laziness and general moral laxity of the poor.[86] Moreover,
for all its emphasis on compassion, East Asian Mahāyāna Buddhism has a
par�cularly quie�st side, due in part to the assimila�on of Confucian
poli�cal ideals (including harmony and hierarchy) as well as interpreta�ons
of more arcane philosophical teachings such no-self and emp�ness—a
point recognized by Ichikawa Hakugen and the Cri�cal Buddhists. Ironically,



given the emphasis on interdependence and mutual interpenetra�on that
one finds in East Asian Mahāyāna thought—especially the influen�al
Kegon, Tendai, and Zen schools—East Asian Buddhists have rarely used
these concepts to support a cri�que of structural inequali�es and systems
of oppression, focusing instead on “private” acts of sin and vice. To be fair,
we should also note that, in addi�on to tradi�onal Buddhist skep�cism
toward socialist “materialism,” another factor that hampers the
development of Buddhist socialism in any context is the residual
an�religious aspect of Marxist versions of socialism (this has also been an
issue with experiments in Chris�an socialism and libera�on theology).

The Cri�cal Buddhists have already gone some way toward inflec�ng
academic Buddhist studies with a strong measure of engaged
consciousness, working “to shine new light upon [Buddhism’s] historically
condi�oned pa�erns of thought and prac�ce, to learn be�er how those
inherited pa�erns have worked to communicate, or some�mes obscure,
the truth and transforma�ve power of Dharma, and thus, in what new
ways the Dharma may need to be understood and expressed in our
�me.”[87] And yet, their focus on the dangers of topos, while revealing, is
limited by a lack of recogni�on of the role of material (i.e., nonpsychic)
factors in both the development and deconstruc�on of ideologies. As a
result, their cri�cal framework is restricted to a liberal-humanist—and thus
inevitably individualis�c—understanding of “libera�on.” I have argued that
Cri�cal Buddhism would benefit from a recogni�on not only of the insights
of Mannheim and Marx, but also of the precedents for “materialist
utopian” thinking within Buddhist tradi�on, such as for example, that of
the Nichiren sect, par�cularly as worked out by progressive modernists
such as Seno’o Girō. At the same �me, a Buddhist perspec�ve on
impermanence may help to ameliorate some otherwise intractable
problems associated with “materialism”—problems that arguably inhibited
twen�eth-century Marxism from realizing its “humanist” poten�al,
tarnishing its reputa�on as a prac�cable poli�cal theory to this day.

Nearly sixty years ago, in his semiautobiographical memoir Tristes
Tropiques (1955), Claude Lèvi-Strauss raised the possibility of a “Buddhist
cri�cism” that might help provide Marxism with a fuller picture of human
suffering and libera�on.[88] This promise remains unfulfilled at the level of



both theory and prac�ce, though contemporary movements of Engaged
Buddhism, “Buddhist theology,” and Cri�cal Buddhism have helped to give
some substance to the bones of Lèvi-Strauss’s dream. Unlike Lèvi-Strauss,
however, who relies on the conven�onal stereotype of Buddhism as
“internally-oriented” and Marxism as “externally-directed,” I contend that
the primary benefit of such a merger is a more nuanced account of
“materialism”—one that is fully aware and accep�ng of con�ngency and
impermanence, but also proac�vely engaged in the quixo�c (and utopian)
bodhisa�vic goal of libera�ng all beings from suffering in this world. To
borrow a famous phrase of Marx: Buddhists have hitherto accepted the
world, when the point is to change it!
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Chapter 5
An	Inexhaustible	Storehouse	for	an
Insurmountable	Debt:	A	Buddhist

Reading	of	Reparations
Leah Kalmanson
To discuss issues of globaliza�on—including westerniza�on, economic

liberaliza�on, and na�on-state poli�cs—is also to discuss the legacy of
colonialism. The prac�ce of dispensing monetary repara�ons to
colonialism’s vic�ms or the heirs of its vic�ms has been both praised and
cri�cized as an appropriate avenue of redress. This chapter explores two
points at which Buddhist philosophy can intervene in the discussion of
repara�ons: as a robust proponent of indiscriminate generosity, and as a
tool for rethinking the concept of “structural change” in poli�cal ac�vism.
The study of repara�ons here serves as a test case for the thesis that
ins�tu�ons are sets of prac�ces as much as sets of policies, and hence
ins�tu�onal change might more effec�vely be accomplished by intervening
in the prac�ces that keep ins�tu�ons in place. Repara�ons can be
understood as one such interven�onal maneuver. In the Mahāyāna
tradi�on, Buddhist prac�ces establish the habits that allow prac��oners to
respond swi�ly and appropriately to the immediacy of suffering. By helping
us to think of repara�ons at the prac�ce level rather than at the policy
level, Buddhism showcases their poten�al to train us for such
compassionate responsiveness.[1]

KEY TERMS: SYSTEMIC INJUSTICE AND REPARATIONS

In examining the benefits and shortcomings of repara�ons, this chapter
takes its inspira�on from a 2003 ar�cle by Robert C. Neville on the
poten�al contribu�ons of Confucian ritual studies to ques�ons of global
power and systemic injus�ce. Neville writes:

Because of its millennia-long emphasis on rituals and their meaning,
Confucians should be adept at discerning just what the rituals do. In
line with the Confucian theme of the “rec�fica�on of names,” rituals



need to acknowledge not only differences in social loca�on but also
the injus�ces embodied in systems that allow certain social loca�ons
to oppress or exploit others.[2]

He cites the restora�ve jus�ce model followed in South Africa’s Truth
and Reconcilia�on hearings as an example of the effec�ve use of ritual
ac�vity to address the ongoing effects of a legacy of systemic oppression.

Since its beginnings in the 1970s, the restora�ve jus�ce movement
has at �mes worked alongside and at �mes sought to replace distribu�ve
and retribu�ve models of criminal jus�ce. Philosopher Elizabeth Spelman
comments, “Proponents of restora�ve jus�ce point out that the harm done
the vic�m is not necessarily repaired by the formal endorsement of the
vic�m’s rights not to have been injured nor by the vic�m’s knowledge that
the tormentor has been punished.”[3] Restora�ve jus�ce seeks to expand
the range of customary resources available in legal systems to aid and
counsel vic�ms, to rehabilitate offenders, and to heal the communi�es that
o�en have �es to both.

In par�cular, distribu�ve or retribu�ve models seem par�cularly
inadequate in situa�ons of systemic injus�ce, meaning the interlocking
systems of oppression characteris�c of a globalized world. Where there is a
large-scale, state-sponsored system that perpetuates damage (e.g., slavery
in the Americas, apartheid in South Africa), or where persis�ng neocolonial
policies and outright social biases result in widespread economic
dispari�es, no single group of people can be held unambiguously
accountable. Rather, wide swaths of society are implicated in the injus�ce
or are the beneficiaries of privileges that flow from it.

As the name implies, restora�ve jus�ce programs aim to restore
communi�es in the wake of years, if not centuries, of systemic oppression.
These programs make use of tools such as truth commissions,
commemora�on events, memorials and museums, as well as the monetary
compensa�on o�en associated with the term repara�ons. In this chapter, I
use repara�ons to refer to compensatory payments provided by states to
vic�ms of systemic injus�ce, in line with the defini�on offered by
sociologists Andrew Woolford and R. S. Ratner in their book on repara�ve
poli�cs:



By “compensa�on”, we mean specifically monetary payment and
payments in kind made to vic�m groups in the a�ermath of mass
violence. Monetary payments may be made individually, collec�vely,
or both. Individual payments, in many cases, derive from an actuarial
assessment of the physical and emo�onal harm suffered by a specific
person, but others consist of a lump sum payment intended to
symbolize government regret for past harmful ac�ons. Collec�ve
compensa�on, in contrast, is paid to a group as a form of general
atonement for harmful ac�ons taken against all, or most, of its
members.[4]

Despite the apparently good inten�ons behind the provision of
repara�ons, such monetary compensa�on is problema�c. A par�cularly
damning cri�cism suggests that repara�ons are merely symbolic gestures
or empty rituals that fail to accomplish any large-scale restructuring of
those global power systems that perpetuate suffering. Woolford and
Ratner iden�fy two types of repara�ons: affirma�ve, which are “grounded
in limited efforts to recompense vic�ms in order to perpetuate the
prevailing social order”; and transforma�ve, which are “driven by demands
for the reconfigura�on of social, economic and poli�cal structures deemed
to have caused historical injus�ces.”[5]

As the authors point out, repara�ons tend toward the former, less
progressive variety. They write:

[R]epara�ons o�en add up to li�le more than a venal redistribu�on of
goods and monies: one that reflects the current poverty of our ability
to imagine a be�er alterna�ve. . . . Thus, rather than act as a
harbinger of posi�ve social change, repara�ons poli�cs tend to, at
best, maintain the status quo or, at worst, produce essen�alized group
iden��es that are likely to trigger future conflicts.[6]

To conceive of repara�ons as a one-�me alloca�on of a set sum of
money would be, to use Woolford and Ratner’s categories, affirma�ve of
the status quo. Specifically, such a view of repara�ons affirms the usual
logic of exchange: Money is allocated to vic�ms, thereby compensa�ng
them for damages and se�ling the state’s debt to them. Such logic gives



the impression that monetary compensa�on also se�les the lingering
legacy of the oppression, allowing everyone to put it behind them and
move forward. Buddhist discourses on dāna (Ch. bushi), or the prac�ce of
generous giving, problema�ze the selfish calcula�ons that o�en inform
such logic.

In what follows, I take the par�cularly extreme view of dāna found in
the story of Xinxing (540–594) and his “Inexhaus�ble Storehouse,” which
was a lending ins�tu�on purported to be the concrete enactment of the
bodhisa�va’s limitless compassion. As the example of Xinxing’s Storehouse
shows, the insuperability of a debt is no excuse not to a�empt repayment.
Indeed, as I suggest, the Storehouse achieves its success due to, and not in
spite of, the patent inadequacy of money and material goods to
“compensate” for past and present suffering.

MASTER XINXING’S INEXHAUSTIBLE STOREHOUSE

Despite all that has just been said, repara�ons are, in the end, partly
ritualis�c—the offering of money is a gesture, and no one expects the
money to actually “reimburse” recipients for gross suffering. Nonetheless,
repara�ons acknowledge the responsibility of states, as the beneficiaries of
colonialism, to take the ini�a�ve to make the gesture. The story of Xinxing
and his Inexhaus�ble Storehouse addresses the ques�on of how seemingly
inadequate acts of giving can yet be deeply transforma�ve.

Xinxing (540–594) is founder of the Sanjie or “Three-Levels” sect of
Buddhism, which is associated with the belief that the world is currently in
the last of three stages of development.[7] In this final stage of decline
(mofa), people fall farther and farther away from the teachings of the
Buddha, grow more a�ached to the ego and material possessions, and
hence become increasingly incapable of escaping suffering. They are
saddled with a karmic burden that exceeds all reasonable calcula�on.
Xinxing (or a text a�ributed to him) states: “In this way there is no avoiding
the fact of our past debts, and it is difficult to comprehend the number of
separate lives [it would require to repay these karmic debts] if you wanted
to repay them one by one. Even if one understands the situa�on there is
nothing that will alleviate it.”[8] Repaying your karmic debts one by one
would be like trying to count to infinity: count as many numbers as you



like, and you will be no closer to your goal. Similarly, monetary repara�ons
appear to be ineffec�ve means of redressing suffering: throw as much
money to vic�ms as you like, but you will be no closer to undoing the
damage done to them.

Yet Xinxing offers a solu�on to the seemingly insurmountable karmic
debt borne of our past misdeeds:

The prac��oner who now gives rise to the charity of the Inexhaus�ble
Storehouse immediately puts an end to the [karmic] debts [incurred]
from the beginningless past and no longer needs fear the debt-master
[i.e., karma]; moreover, obstacles of the path, karmic obstacles, and
the obstacles of retribu�on are all immediately vanquished, father
and mother, brothers, and the six classes of rela�ves will all
immediately be freed from the three evil paths—is this not great
profit?[9]

What is this “Inexhaustable Storehouse” that seems magically to erase
all past and future karma, not only for the giver but also for his or her
en�re family? In short, the Storehouse was a Sanjie charitable ins�tu�on,
which enjoyed a period of widespread success before being labeled
here�cal and banned in the early 700s.[10] While in opera�on, the
Storehouse accepted dona�ons of money and material goods from the
surrounding popula�ons, and the act of dona�ng was thought to generate
posi�ve karmic merit for the giver, a system of exchange already relied
upon by Buddhist monasteries to raise money for themselves. However,
dis�nc�ve to Xinxing’s Storehouse, the donated capital did not simply
support the monastery; rather, the Storehouse func�oned as a “no strings
a�ached” lending ins�tu�on. Anyone could borrow money and goods from
the Storehouse as needed, and repayment was op�onal and interest-free.
[11] The Storehouse amassed such wealth that it began to rival the
government as a means for people to provide for themselves and for social
infrastructures. Although the reasons behind the government’s
persecu�on of the Sanjie sect remain partly mysterious, Wendi Adamek
speculates that its economic strength was a key factor.[12]

MEASURABLE AND IMMEASURABLE ACTS OF GIVING



The impressive but short-lived success of the Storehouse raises many
interes�ng possibili�es regarding the power of generosity to �nker with
the usual mechanics of monetary exchange. The phrase “inexhaus�ble
storehouse” comes from the Mahāyāna tradi�on, where it refers to the
boundless depths of the bodhisa�va’s compassion. Discussing Xinxing’s
Storehouse, Jamie Hubbard notes: “‘Inexhaus�ble’ as conceived within the
Mahayana has nothing to do with money or the lending of goods for
interest. Rather, it refers to emp�ness and the prac�ces that flow from an
insight into that emp�ness.”[13] How does the seemingly banal exchange of
money for merit, via the Storehouse, relate to an insight into emp�ness?

In Buddhist discourse, the rituals that generate karmic merit are o�en
discussed separately from the prac�ces that focus on realizing emp�ness,
the former being associated with Buddhist laity and the la�er with
Buddhist monks. Buddhist lay prac��oners follow rituals and moral
precepts that produce karmic merit within the world of saṃsāra. For
example, a mother might donate goods to a monastery, an act that
generates karmic merit, and then she might dedicate this merit to benefit
the material wellbeing of her children. In a sense, her goals are out of line
with the monas�c goal of realizing emp�ness and leaving behind the world
of saṃsāra altogether. Hubbard notes:

It was never taught that the accumula�on of merit, the goal of the
laity, would, in and of itself, lead to nirvana. This is so because merit
and the fruits of merit are a product of condi�ons and so, as with all
other condi�oned states, subject to the law of impermanence. In
short, karma, whether good or bad, is s�ll karma, and karmic seeds
that have been sown will inevitably come to frui�on, thus tying one to
the cycle of birth and rebirth.[14]

Within the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth, merit is earned, saved
up, and spent much like money; and much like money, merit is not a means
to spiritual libera�on. Yet, what begins as a measurable amount of merit
nonetheless partakes in the immeasurable depths of the bodhisa�va’s
compassion. As Hubbard comments, “one’s dedica�on of merit is rendered
less a case of transfer of one’s own merit and more like providing a catalyst
for the other’s self-genera�on of merit, as is seen in the fact that through



the act of dedica�on the donor’s merit actually increases rather than
decreases.”[15] Here, the crea�on and transfer of karmic merit allows for a
kind of rampant infla�on that would be untenable in usual economic
terms.

In fact, the possibility of unlimited infla�on factors into the wild
success of Xinxing’s Storehouse. Though it is a limited system with finite
resources, it nonetheless partakes in the bodhisa�va’s inexhaus�ble
compassion to inspire specific acts of selfless generosity in the form of
dona�ons to the lending ins�tu�on. This brings us back to the example of
coun�ng to infinity, that is, to the ques�on of how a monetary exchange
can address a debt for which money is patently inadequate. On the one
hand, no ma�er how wealthy the Storehouse becomes, it will never be
truly inexhaus�ble. A limited amount of money will simply never add up to
the limitless compassion that the Storehouse purports to enact. Yet on the
other hand, a single act of selfless generosity immediately opens onto this
immeasurable compassion, where the usual logic of calcula�on no longer
applies.

The Storehouse, then, establishes a point of contact at which the
compassion of the bodhisa�va enters into and takes effect within the
realm of saṃsāra. Although it may seem counterintui�ve, the limited
benefit of a finite amount of material well-being within saṃsāra is
ul�mately the intended outcome of limitless compassion. Hubbard
comments, “It should not surprise us, perhaps, that a this-worldly focus on
material giving and its equally worldly reward formed such an important
part of the prac�ces of the laity, for, although Buddhism is primarily a
renunciant movement, philosophically it denies a transcendent absolute
and affirms the interdependently originated world.”[16] In other words, the
philosophical basis for a dis�nc�on between the prac�ces of laity and the
prac�ces of monks eventually dissolves. Within the Mahāyāna tradi�on,
nirvāṇa is not a state separate from saṃsāra, and enlightenment is not
different from everyday life. Hence there is no “transcendent absolute”
toward which monas�c ac�vity conduces. There is no other outlet, as it
were, for the efficacy of a monk’s prac�ces besides the world of saṃsāra,
even when the monk in ques�on is a bodhisa�va.



As with everything in Mahāyāna, the dissolu�on of these dis�nc�ons
hinges on the no�on of emp�ness: the inexhaus�ble compassion of the
bodhisa�va, as with all other phenomena, is nondifferent from emp�ness.
So, to say that the Storehouse establishes a point of contact between
limited systems of monetary exchange and the limitless field of
compassion is also to say that the Storehouse interfaces with the
emp�ness co-present in every moment. This interfacing between the
limited and the limitless is a frequent theme in Mahāyāna, as Hubbard
notes in a passage from the Vimalakīr�-nirdeśa Sutra: “Called ‘exhaus�ble’
(kṣaya) is the condi�oned (saṃskṛta); called ‘inexhaus�ble’ (akṣaya) is the
uncondi�oned (asaṃskṛta). A bodhisa�va can neither exhaust the
condi�oned nor abide in the uncondi�oned.”[17] If the exhaus�ble is the
condi�oned, and if the bodhisa�va cannot exhaust the condi�oned, this is
to say that the bodhisa�va cannot exhaust the exhaus�ble. On this
apparent paradox, Hubbard comments:

The text then goes on to explain that to not exhaust the condi�oned
means to con�nuously work for the salva�on of all sen�ent beings. To
not abide in the uncondi�oned means that, despite a knowledge of
the uncondi�oned, the bodhisa�va nonetheless abides in samsara to
work for the benefit of all sen�ent beings. This close rela�onship
between the inexhaus�ble realm of the dharmadhātu and the
prac�ce of the bodhisa�va is echoed in many places throughout
Mahayana literature. Indeed, it is not too much to say that it is the
founda�on of bodhisa�va prac�ce as conceived within the Mahayana.
[18]

In line with this founda�onal Mahāyāna idea, the uncondi�oned is
never accessible per se but always manifests as the condi�oned; that is,
emp�ness is form, nirvāṇa is saṃsāra. It is in this sense that the
bodhisa�va can never exhaust the exhaus�ble, for exhaus�ble phenomena
are all we ever have.

Just as monas�c prac�ces have no other outlet besides the world of
saṃsāra, so too the only means for expressing limitless compassion is
through specific acts of generosity and aid, such as dona�ng limited sums
of money to the Storehouse. This may at first seem contrary to Xinxing’s



earlier claim that repaying our karmic debts one by one is impossible,
which I described as trying to count to infinity. Yet, in the context of
Mahāyāna philosophy, we can now say that repeated dona�ons to the
Storehouse do not aim at infinity (i.e., they are not goal-oriented ac�ons
aimed at a transcendent absolute); rather, they enact directly the
inexhaus�bility of the finite. The patent inadequacy of money to
compensate for suffering is not a mark against dona�ng money or working
to increase others’ material well-being—it is a mark against our overly
utopian visions of what the cessa�on of suffering should look like. Hubbard
comments that, in general, Sanjie teachings made li�le reference to future
utopias or Buddhist paradises: “[I]t was precisely the concern with the
degenerate condi�ons of the �mes in which they lived that mo�vated the
teachings of the Three Levels.”[19] In this sense, Xinxing’s remarkable
lending ins�tu�on makes revolu�onary use of Buddhism’s denial of a
transcendent absolute. Relying on Buddhism’s “this-worldly focus,” Xinxing
is philosophically jus�fied in saying, Do not seek enlightenment; just donate
to the Storehouse.

STRAIGHTENING OUT THE STATE

Considering the above, it should come as no surprise that the Sanjie
movement was marked with apparent contradic�ons: On the one hand,
Xinxing taught that people’s current state of degeneracy was
insurmountable; on the other, he affirmed the universality of Buddha-
nature. On the one hand, he and his followers me�culously maintained
ritual prac�ces and a rigorous monas�c-style schedule; on the other, he
discarded many of the precepts and renounced his status as a cleric.[20]

This last point speaks to the radical egalitarianism of Sanjie teachings.
Discussing the dona�ons made by lay prac��oners to the Storehouse,
Adamek comments:

On the one hand, this prac�ce simply deploys the founda�onal
Buddhist economy—support of the spiritual elite in return for merit—
with a characteris�c Mahāyāna assurance that return on one’s
investment is guaranteed by the merit-store of the bodhisa�va.
However, the Inexhaus�ble Storehouse was a potent symbol of the



unlimited power of the merit-field, skillfully media�ng its paradoxical
inclusiveness/exclusiveness. Mutual coinherence of all beings (sinful,
suffering, and beneficent alike) becomes the guarantee of
coinherence with a subset of beings, a special karmic family. The strict
prac�ces of the Sanjie monks and nuns made them the elites of this
family, and yet even the most inadequate prac��oners could partake
in their merit and could in turn prac�ce compassion as if they
themselves were Ekayāna bodhisa�vas. This sense of membership in a
beneficial society was reinforced by various means, such as the
asser�on . . . that giving communally, rather than individually, was the
most effec�ve prac�ce.[21]

As Adamek’s discussion implies, Xinxing interprets the Buddhist
teachings on interdependence in ins�tu�onal terms: my par�cipa�on in an
ins�tu�on of generosity not only amplifies my small contribu�on, it also
directly links me to the bodhisa�va-level compassion of other par�cipa�ng
members, making their generosity—and the bodhisa�va’s generosity—my
own.

Complemen�ng this emphasis on ins�tu�onal structure, Xinxing sees
giving to the Storehouse as a repeatable prac�ce that can be cul�vated in
the long term, as in the acquisi�on of a new habit. He cites a passage in
the Nirvāṇa Sutra that dis�nguishes sporadic giving from the “perfec�on of
giving” (dāna-pāramitā), which means always being charitable. Xinxing
explains: “‘Always giving’ means con�nuous [giving], thus you should know
that ‘always’ does not [mean] permanently abiding, frozen or fixed.
Therefore always giving should be understood in contrast to sporadic
giving, which is not con�nuous day a�er day.”[22] Here Xinxing expresses a
preference for structured and repeatable prac�ces over sporadic outbursts,
no ma�er how sincere an act of spontaneous giving might be.

Xinxing’s emphasis on structured or ins�tu�onalized giving, versus
sincere if sporadic giving, makes innova�ve use of the basic Buddhist
philosophical assump�on that all seemingly substan�al en��es are in fact
constructed and maintained through habits and conven�ons. In other
words, the self “is” nothing more and nothing less than its habitual
behaviors. Compare this idea to the La�n saying “in vino veritas,” which
links impulsiveness to sincerity, sugges�ng that impulsive ac�ons reflect



the true self, uninhibited by social conven�ons. In Buddhist philosophy,
given that there is no true self, impulsive ac�ons are not par�cularly
revealing. Hence Xinxing encourages prac��oners to put their energy not
toward giving sincerely but toward giving in what we might call “good
form,” where form refers to the structure and formality of a sustained
prac�ce.

This emphasis on good form is evident in the following story, in which
a ques�oner asks Xinxing why donors to the Storehouse do not appear
immediately enlightened: “why are not all those who have established the
Inexhaus�ble Storehouse already [complete] in the three meanings of
understanding the true, prac�cing the profound, and reducing the
afflic�on?”[23]. Xinxing’s answer reflects his preference for dedicated,
formalized prac�ce:

Again, one not only engages in the same prac�ces together with the
Medita�on Master Hsin-hsing, but together with all of the Ekayāna
bodhisa�vas . . . this one prac�ce is the same. Because Hsin-hsing and
all of the bodhisa�vas are correct, those of the four ranks, [that is,
those who engage in] the same prac�ce, [those who] rejoice [in those
prac�ces], [and those who] see or hear [those prac�ces] are also
correct.[24]

In this passage, Xinxing does not assume a substance ontology that
would divide the doer from the deed, or the “real” en�ty from its habitual
ac�ons. Hence, becoming like a bodhisa�va does not mean that the en�ty
of the self transforms into the en�ty of a bodhisa�va; to the contrary,
becoming a bodhisa�va means that there is formal congruence between
my prac�ces and the bodhisa�va’s prac�ces. Xinxing concludes, “It is like
pu�ng a snake into a bamboo tube—the tube is straight and so the snake
also becomes straight.”[25]

This snake simile, and the a�en�on it brings to the efficacy of good
form, is instruc�ve in assessing the prac�ce of repara�ons. One common
objec�on to ritualis�c behavior is that prac��oners are just “going through
the mo�ons.” This cri�cism only s�ngs if we are already in the grip of a
substance ontology that allots more so-called reality to the self than to the
self’s ac�ons. Going through mo�ons is less of a problem when mo�ons



are seen as cons�tu�ve of en��es. Following the snake simile, repara�ons
are the ritualized prac�ces that impose proper form on the state.
Repara�ons are, in this sense, en�rely formal: they are the form of
apology, the form of contri�on, the form of atonement and grief in the face
of irreparable damage.

Xinxing’s focus on correct form prefigures the later Sōtō Zen emphasis
on correct si�ng posture: the point is to put yourself in the right posi�on,
to go through the right mo�ons, and to trust in the process.[26] At no �me
should you worry about whether your “self” is “really” becoming
enlightened. The next sec�on follows up on Sōtō insights into the
transforma�ve power of “good form” in the ritual prac�ces of Buddhism,
and what these insights mean for the ques�on of repara�ons.

MASTER DO� GEN’S PRACTICE-ENLIGHTENMENT

To return for a moment to Woolford and Ratner’s discussion of repara�ons,
recall the dis�nc�on between “affirma�ve” and “transforma�ve” models.
Against the conserva�ve tendencies of affirma�ve repara�ons, Woolford
and Ratner speculate on transforma�ve possibili�es through which vic�ms
of mass violence “might remake themselves as poli�cal subjects.”[27] In this
discussion of repara�ons and throughout their book, the authors rely on a
construc�vist model of the subject, largely in the tradi�on of Michel
Foucault, to speak of the prac�ces that make and remake the self.

This idea that the self is a set of prac�ces and not an essen�alized
subject marks another point in the restora�ve jus�ce discourse at which
Buddhist perspec�ves might produc�vely intervene. Beyond a general
resonance between the Buddhist no-self doctrine and certain construc�vist
accounts of the subject that Woolford and Ratner men�on, Buddhist
philosophy presents a dynamic self fully cons�tuted through its gestures,
habits, and ac�ons. This self is what it does, in a very real sense, although
this idea presents its own set of problems regarding the ques�on of how
new prac�ces become established. This rela�on between prac�ce and
transforma�on figures prominently in East Asian Buddhist discourse and
can help generate models for rethinking the effec�veness of repara�ons as
tools for sociopoli�cal change. For example, Buddhism brings to a
discussion of systemic injus�ce the op�mis�c claim that systems of



oppression are not, a�er all, independent en��es. That is, systems of
oppression are not things but ways of doing things; hence changing what
we do will change the systems themselves. Social phenomena, like all
phenomena under Buddhist analysis, bear the mark of impermanence.

However, this op�mism must not be read naively. As anyone who has
ever tried to break a bad habit knows, our “acquired disposi�ons” can be
intractable even without being ontologically substan�al. So, too,
oppressive ways of doing things cannot be overcome simply by deciding to
do things differently tomorrow. How, then, do we seize the poten�al for
radical change that the doctrine of impermanence opens up? This ques�on
is not new within Buddhist philosophy. A version of it drives the so-called
sudden-gradual debates associated with doctrinal differences between the
Northern and Southern Chan (Jp. Zen) schools.[28] In this context, the
ques�on concerns the nature of enlightenment and the Buddhist prac�ces
meant to facilitate the transi�on from saṃsāra to nirvāṇa. Tradi�onally,
enlightenment is described as the ex�nguishment of the self. But as
proponents of “sudden enlightenment” point out, the prac��oner has no
“self” in the first place, and hence there exists no self to ex�nguish. The
prac��oner need not seek to a�ain enlightenment gradually through
Buddhist prac�ces, but rather he or she need only to wake up to the
enlightenment that has always been the case.

The Tang dynasty Chan master Linji (d. 866) expresses the posi�on of
sudden enlightenment when he asks the students assembled before him:
“Do you want to know Buddhas and Patriarchs? They are standing before
me listening to this lecture. You don’t have confidence in yourself, so you
run around searching. . . . Realiza�on is immediate, needing no �me, no
prac�ce, no enlightenment, no gain, and no loss.”[29] Time-consuming
Buddhist prac�ces are only hindrances to enlightenment that further mire
trainees in dualis�c thinking by encouraging them to see nirvāṇa as a state
separate from present experience. Hence, Linji declares: “Buddhism
requires no special efforts. You have only to lead your everyday life without
seeking anything more—piss and shit, get dressed, eat your rice, and lie
down when you are �red.”[30] Chan masters such as Linji and his
predecessor Mazu are both well known for disregarding tradi�onal
Buddhist rituals and prac�ces. Their o�en-amusing an�cs are recorded in



the gongan (Jp. kōan) collec�ons, which find the masters singing, dancing,
hi�ng students, and u�ering apparent nonsense.

Kamakura-period Zen master Dōgen (1200–1253) is suspicious of Linji-
style Zen, especially the idea that Buddhism requires no “special efforts.”
As he warns, “Students who would like to study the way must not wish for
easy prac�ce.”[31] In the well-known Mountains and Waters Discourse
(Sansuigyō), Dōgen chas�ses those who would uphold seemingly “illogical”
behavior as the “great awakening that precedes the arising of any
discrimina�on.”[32] Contrary to Linji, Dōgen rejects the idea that the rituals
and prac�ces of Buddhism are only outer forms that impede the realiza�on
of sudden enlightenment. Indeed, he asserts that this lauding of illogical
“spontaneity” (jinen; Ch. ziran) is here�cal.[33]

Yet Dōgen’s views on the ma�er are complex, for neither does he
ascribe to the compe�ng no�on of gradual enlightenment. Dōgen remains
commi�ed to nondualism, so in agreement with Linji, he concedes that a
student cannot “achieve” enlightenment given that enlightenment is
nonseparate from delusion. But, rather than taking Linji’s solu�on to the
duality of prac�ce and achievement, which poten�ally undermines the
importance of prac�ce, Dōgen instead reevaluates the assumed meaning
of achievement. According to his well-known neologism “prac�ce-
enlightenment” (shushō), medita�on is not an ac�vity aimed at reaching
the goal of enlightenment; rather, enlightenment is nothing more than the
ac�vity of medita�on. In other words, prac�ce itself is enlightenment—it is
an end in itself, and not a means to some greater end.

I suspect that Dōgen’s resistance to Linji-style Zen has less to do with
doctrinal posi�ons vis-à-vis the sudden-gradual debates and more to do
with the fact that Linji’s “illogical” an�cs make impossible the element of
prac�ce that Dōgen sees as cri�cal to its effec�veness—repe��on. The
carryings-on of Chan masters such as Mazu and Linji are memorable but
non-repeatable, consis�ng of spontaneous outbursts and context-specific
reac�ons. Hence Dōgen resists upholding such outbursts as model
behaviors for prac��oners, and he instead promotes a form of medita�on
whi�led down to its austere core—just sit, day a�er day, over and over and
over again.



The key is to avoid a goal-oriented a�tude while medita�ng: the
point is simply to sit, and to trust in the process, without seeking a kenshō
experience. Dōgen says: “For those who are immersed in the way, all traces
of enlightenment perish. Those who prac�ce the buddha way should first
of all trust in the buddha way. . . . You do this by si�ng.”[34] Because
enlightenment is not a goal to a�ain in the future, prac�ce-enlightenment
is unending. As Dōgen says: “Students, even if you gain enlightenment, do
not stop prac�cing, thinking that you have a�ained the ul�mate. The
Buddha Way is endless. Once enlightened you must prac�ce all the
more.”[35] As this shows, unlike some other Zen teachers, Dōgen never
suggests that a �me may come at which the enlightened master
transcends the need to prac�ce. Taigen Dan Leighton comments: “In the
common Buddhist simile of the ra�, once one reaches the other shore of
libera�on, the ra� (e.g., medita�ve prac�ce) is no longer needed. But
Dōgen implies that the prac��oner should con�nue to carry the ra�, even
while trudging up into the mountains or down into the marketplace.”[36]

For Dōgen, enlightenment is always prac�ce-enlightenment, and prac�ce
always involves a structured or ritualized form that allows for regularity
and repe��on. This is evident in Dōgen’s instruc�ons for meditators, his
rules for behavior inside the zendō, and his well-known instruc�ons for
monastery cooks, among other me�culous outlines for appropriate
monas�c prac�ces he includes in the Shōbōgenzō.

To summarize, for Dōgen as well as for Linji, what we do cons�tutes
what we are, but Dōgen resists framing the “doing” as a sudden
accomplishment; rather the “doing” of enlightenment is a sustainable,
ever-present, ongoing process. Indeed, the point is not to “do”
enlightenment, but to keep doing it. In this sense, Dōgen men�ons not
only enlightenment, but enlightenment beyond enlightenment: “Though
prac�ce varies—ini�ated by faith or dharma knowledge, with emphasis on
sudden or gradual enlightenment—you always depend on prac�ce to go
beyond enlightenment.”[37] In a par�cularly illustra�ve example, he
compares prac�ce and enlightenment to studying and gaining knowledge:
there is no final point beyond which knowledge cannot be deepened
through more studying.[38] So, too, there is no point at which prac�ce



ceases to be the most effec�ve tool for carrying the prac��oner beyond
the parameters of the present.

REPARATIONS AS “PRACTICE-LIBERATION”

Dōgen’s teachings are relevant today when considering ques�ons of social
jus�ce. Without being an apologist for the status quo, I nonetheless
suggest that many calls for “structural” or “systemic” change are
problema�cally utopian.[39] Although Woolford and Ratner’s dis�nc�on
between affirma�ve and transforma�ve repara�ons is instruc�ve, it leaves
open the ques�on of how to accomplish this transforma�on, that is, “the
reconfigura�on of social, economic and poli�cal structures.”[40] As Dōgen
helps us to see, structural change might be approached most efficaciously
at the level of prac�ce. When we imagine libera�on as a future state that
we must work to achieve through a total overhaul of the present situa�on,
we run the risk of becoming a�ached to one vision of the future and
blinded to crea�ve possibili�es. In line with Dōgen’s point that we enact
enlightenment not once but con�nually, so too we aim not to become
liberated (indica�ng a sudden change of state) but to prac�ce libera�on
(indica�ng a sustained change of habit). As Dōgen makes clear, this change
of habit must be implemented through long-term, formalized, repeatable
prac�ces, which are the keys to ini�a�ng and sustaining structural change.
Sudden libera�on, like sudden enlightenment, is only wishful thinking.

Utopian calls for systemic change share a philosophical founda�on
with the cri�cism that repara�ons are empty rituals or symbolic gestures.
Both rest on a substan�ve ontology that separates deeds from doers and
hence ac�ons (the gesture of making repara�ons) from things (the so-
called system itself). In the interest of making “real” change to the system
“itself,” we easily overlook the power of the gestures that enact and
maintain unjust power rela�ons from moment to moment. Buddhism in
general teaches that all apparently real en��es are in fact dynamic and
hence malleable processes; Dōgen in par�cular teaches that changes to
these processes are possible through diligent, repe��ve prac�ce.[41]

Repara�ons are just the sorts of formalized ac�ons that lend
themselves to dedicated repe��on in terms of what I call prac�ces of
libera�on, or to invoke Dōgen’s language, prac�ce-libera�on. And what



exactly do we prac�ce when we prac�ce repara�ons? We prac�ce atoning
for past wrongs and current imbalances that cannot be se�led through the
usual logic of exchange. Such exchange logic underlies the idea that states
can “pay off” the debt of their past and thereby legi�mate themselves and
the status quo.

IMAGINING THE STOREHOUSE TODAY

In a globalized world, the lines of accountability are difficult to draw. Many
people are not the direct perpetrators of mass violence but are the indirect
recipients of privileges that flow from the social, poli�cal, and economic
systems set in place through colonial conquest. Moreover, many people
who are privileged by colonialism’s legacies in some respects are vic�mized
by it in others, as interlocking systems of class, gender, and race biases
allow a single individual to be both vic�m and perpetrator depending on
context. Given the inextricable complexity of the suffering that afflicts us, I
am arguing that we reimagine repara�ons in broader terms. Instead of
seeing them as cash payouts to specific vic�ms, I propose, through a
Buddhist reading of repara�ons, that (1) we think of repara�ons as a
charitable fund along the lines of the Inexhaus�ble Storehouse and (2) we
define making a dona�on to the Storehouse as a form of prac�ce-
libera�on. Reestablishing the Storehouse would be an appropriate
Buddhist response to globaliza�on and a worthy project for Engaged
Buddhism today.

Consider that, from its beginnings, Buddhism has held the allevia�on
of suffering to be its fundamental task. Repeatedly throughout the Pāli
literature, the Buddha refuses to answer his followers’ ques�on about
“specula�ve views” such as ques�ons about the a�erlife and metaphysical
theories of �me and the self. Instead, he always returns a�en�on to the
immediate problem of suffering:

You should grasp what is undeclared by me as undeclared, and you
should also grasp what is declared by me as declared. . . . And what is
declared by me? “This is suffering” is declared by me. “This is the
origin of suffering” is declared by me. “This is the cessa�on of
suffering” is declared by me. “This is the path to the cessa�on of



suffering” is declared by me. For what reason are these declared by
me? Because they are useful in a�aining the goal; they are
fundamental to the religious life and lead to aversion, cessa�on,
dispassion, peace, higher knowledge, enlightenment, nibbāna—and
for these reasons, they are declared by me.[42]

As we have seen, the understanding of nirvāṇa changes over
Buddhism’s history, but the Mahāyāna schools of East Asia we have
discussed s�ll priori�ze the allevia�on of suffering as their most important
task. If anything, the rigorously non-transcendent philosophies of these
schools direct the task of allevia�ng suffering to this world, in this moment.
If we take our inspira�on from Xinxing, then the fundamental religious
ques�ons are “Who is suffering right now?” and “How can I help?” As
Xinxing’s Storehouse demonstrates, one direct route to the allevia�on of
suffering—which also enacts the limitless compassion of the bodhisa�va—
is to establish a social welfare ins�tu�on that provides indiscriminate, no-
strings-a�ached charity.

In sugges�ng that we revive the Storehouse, I am inspired not so
much by what might be accomplished at government levels, but instead by
several contemporary charitable organiza�ons, all of which focus on forms
of direct giving that challenge the usual logic of fair exchange. For example,
the Rolling Jubilee grounds itself in the biblical tradi�on of forgiving all
debts and freeing all slaves every seven years.[43] The Rolling Jubilee
exploits the fact that lending ins�tu�ons sell debts such as home
mortgages and medical balances for pennies on the dollar—it purchases
these debts, and then simply forgives them. In another example, the
organiza�on GiveDirectly focuses efforts on the poorest households in
Kenya.[44] Donors pledge sums of money through the GiveDirectly website,
and the money is transferred electronically to a specific Kenyan recipient,
who is free to use it as he or she wishes. GiveDirectly was recently rated in
the top three most effec�ve chari�es by GiveWell, a nonprofit organiza�on
that evaluates the impact of charitable organiza�ons in terms of lives saved
and living standards improved.[45]

Both the Rolling Jubilee and GiveDirectly provide models that might
be useful to Engaged Buddhists in thinking about the Inexhaus�ble



Storehouse as a contemporary ins�tu�on, similar to GiveDirectly but less
restric�ve, in that it would provide cash transfers indiscriminately to any
that request aid. Some might argue that such direct charity would be
ineffec�ve without structural change, or that significant transfers of money
would be destabilizing without adequate oversight and regula�on. But
recent evidence shows quite the opposite. In a 2013 study on government
grants to the poor in Uganda, the authors contrast the effec�veness of
government aid provided through loans with that of aid provided as simple
cash transfers. The former are disbursed as credit that must be repaid,
while the la�er do not require repayment. According to their findings, cash
transfers consistently out-perform loans in terms of increasing the number
of people who transi�on into higher-paying skilled trades.[46] Also, cash
transfers are more successful than government programs that provide aid
in the form of job training only.[47] In other words, the fewer strings
a�ached to a straigh�orward cash transfer the more effec�ve it becomes,
at least in terms of economic measures centered on employment. The
study explicitly notes that no gains were found in measures of social
change, including “self-reported measures of family and community
integra�on, [and] community and na�onal collec�ve ac�on.”[48]

Hence, in recommending the value of direct giving, I do not intend to
suggest that employment and produc�vity are the sole or best measures of
success; nor do I intend to put undue emphasis on the individual agency of
the aid recipient and her power to improve her situa�on simply through
ini�a�ve and “hard work.” Indeed, extensive structural support must be
available to help the recipient successfully make use of the dona�on.
Where such support is lacking, calls for structural change are appropriate
and ac�on toward implemen�ng structural change may become the
priority. Moreover, such structural reform may look to undermine the logic
of exchange that jus�fies employment and produc�vity as the go-to
measures of success in the first place.

In fact, I see the poten�al of a contemporary Storehouse to be
transforma�ve and not simple affirma�ve when it explicitly rejects the
premise that recipients must put their money to good—that is, produc�ve
—use. The focus is not necessarily on helping donors atone or recipients
prosper (although the Storehouse may do these things too), but the



primary focus is on the Storehouse’s role as the direct enactment of a
bodhisa�va’s limitless compassion. Taken in the extreme, indiscriminate
compassion is a radically decentering and destabilizing force. But via the
Storehouse, that compassion, which knows no bounds, yet takes on a
form. The ins�tu�onal structure itself becomes the formal remaking of this
world of suffering through the bodhisa�va’s charitable prac�ce.[49] But, in
line with Xinxing’s and Dōgen’s teachings, the Storehouse does not
inaugurate a utopia, in the sense that this unsa�sfying world is to be
rejected in favor of a future one. Rather, the Storehouse is a conduit for
sustainable prac�ces—in this case, ins�tu�onalized acts of repe��ve giving
—that fully recognize the reali�es of suffering in this world, and that train
us to respond to the immediacy of suffering with the compassion of a
bodhisa�va, transforming all those involved into prac��oners of libera�on.
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Chapter 6
Engaged	Buddhism	and	Liberation
Theologies:	Fierce	Compassion	as	a

Mode	of	Justice
Melanie L. Harris
My entry into dialogue on Buddhism and globaliza�on brings together

a womanist intersec�onal framework that highlights race, class, and
gender and validates the existen�al reali�es of African Americans. More
specifically my own work focuses on the intersec�ons between womanist
religious thought and Engaged Buddhism. Tradi�onally known as a sister
field to feminism, womanist thought centers on the life experiences, global
lenses, and religious and philosophical orienta�ons of women of color—
specifically, African American women and women of African descent.
Known for being interdisciplinary in scope, womanist religious thought is
only one entry into the dialogue that highlights the complex subjec�vity of
African American women and their engagements with a globalized society
and the world. Reflec�ng such complexity, perspec�ves from within
womanism vary. There are womanist religious thinkers who emerge out of
the study of Islam and focus on the objec�fica�on of Muslim women’s
bodies. There are womanist perspec�ves that interrogate the gender of
God, claiming that gendered no�ons arising out of Platonist dualisms
reinforce patriarchy. And even beyond this, there are also womanist
scholars who use a postcolonial lens to open up new dialogue about the
ethical impact of globaliza�on on women and girls around the world
trapped in social systems that lock them out of economic, social, and
bodily empowerment.

With all these conversa�ons in the background, I would like to invite
you into a collabora�ve discussion with womanist and other scholars on
the ques�on of embodying two values: compassion and jus�ce.[1] Now, in
its fourth phase, this invigora�ng project began with the invita�on for
womanist Chris�an, Buddhist, African indigenous religious scholars and
others to come together with historians as well as African, Asian, and non-
Asian Buddhist scholars to read Buddhist texts together in community. The



wonderful challenge of our group was to see if we could, in dialogue, share
our worldviews with each other in a mutually enhancing way. In our
prac�ce, womanist scholars read Buddhist texts with a womanist lens
towards jus�ce, thereby poin�ng out different aspects of textual analysis
and story that might not have been seen by a tradi�onal Buddhist scholar.
Likewise, Buddhist and womanist scholars read womanist texts together,
o�en featuring the wri�ngs of literary ar�st Alice Walker, to see how the
Buddhist lens on compassion speaks to womanist scholars differently
about the religious plurality alive in womanist discourse.

The mutually enhancing founda�on of the prac�ce is reflec�ve of the
Jewish prac�ce of havruta, meaning, “friendship” or “companionship” in
which pairs of students study, debate, and analyze shared text together. At
its very founda�on then, the project is both interdisciplinary and
interreligious in that it respec�vely learns from a Jewish tradi�on of study,
and combines this with a compara�ve religious approach that builds
collegiality and expands understanding. The mee�ng of womanism and
Buddhism, joining together to think through prac�ces of compassion and
jus�ce, is itself one of the fruits of the globalized world we live in today.

FIERCE COMPASSION

The Buddhist no�on of “fierce compassion,” which is beginning to be
discussed in Engaged Buddhism, is our entry point to expanding womanist
construc�ons of jus�ce. Buddhist scholar and lama John Makransky
describes the concept of “fierce” or “wise” compassion as a deep love that
is willing to confront a person on his or her own behalf. He explains, “to
forcefully challenge someone for their own sake takes a much stronger,
more authen�c love than going along with others no ma�er what they
do.”[2] The no�on of fierce compassion originates in Tantric Buddhism, a
late form of Indian Buddhism in which emo�ons that other forms of
Buddhism reject as being prone to a�achment and destruc�ve to human
flourishing are actually explored as fer�le fields for development and
enlightened ac�vity—that is, if they can be explored without self-interest
and a�achment. One of the places where the prac�ce of fierce compassion
can be observed is in the teacher-student rela�onship. The teacher sees
the “Buddha-nature” of the student, even when the student cannot see it



herself. The teacher may deploy a range of seemingly aggressive behaviors
that challenge the student to awaken to her own goodness and poten�al.
For example, according to Buddhist scholar Janet Gyatso, we can see the
idea of fierce compassion at play in the life story of Tibetan monk Milarepa
(c. 1052–1135) and his interac�ons with his teacher Marpa (1012–1097), a
major figure in the transmission of Vajrayāna from India to Tibet. Reflec�ng
on Marpa’s pedagogical strategies, Milarepa discusses his feelings of shock
and abandonment at what he describes as Marpa’s “wrathful compassion.”
While the experiences le� Milarepa bewildered at the �me, he later
recognizes the wisdom of his teacher and sees that the “appearance of
wrath was needed to match his recalcitrant bad karma and shake him up
and test his faith.”[3]

This “tes�ng of faith,” familiar language to inves�gators of religion,
points to another aspect of fierce compassion in Buddhist discourse. In
Tantric Buddhism generally, wrath is o�en understood as a tool of skillful
means used to cut through layers of illusion stemming from a�achment,
selfishness, and unmindful pa�erns of thinking. “Wrath,” Gyatso explains,
“can be a valuable tool . . . as it is deployed self consciously in order to help
another person. The person using it is not ‘really’ angry.”[4] Rather the one
who deploys wrathful compassion helps to shock others into seeing the
truth of their own deep worthiness, wisdom, and goodness. This
understanding of the wrathful aspect of fierce compassion is helpful in
rethinking contemporary approaches to jus�ce.

By upholding the innate worth, goodness, and dignity of every person,
fierce compassion is an ac�ve form of compassion that insists on
uncondi�onal love and wisdom as the founda�ons from which any ac�on,
including correc�ve ac�on, takes place.[5] This ac�on might be as simple as
reminding a person of his or her own goodness and worth. In the case of
ethical behavior, or correc�on, fierce compassion has the added dimension
of holding a person accountable to their best self, or in other words the
goodness within the self that embodies and acknowledges goodness in all
beings. Res�ng lightly on the general no�on of karma, and firmly rooted in
the concept of “interbeing” or interconnectedness, fierce compassion
moves along two primary principles.[6] First, fierce compassion upholds the
truth of a person in their innate goodness as deeply loved and valued.



Second, from the posi�on of this uncondi�onal love, fierce compassion (or
the person ac�ng with fierce compassion) operates with the wisdom and
“skillful means” to hold others accountable to their best self, encouraging
them to act in accordance with the truth of interconnectedness or
interbeing.

CONTRIBUTIONS TO WOMANIST THEORY AND PRAXIS

The concept of fierce compassion and its connec�on to social jus�ce open
the door for womanist analysis and study. Jus�ce is a core value in
womanist ethics, a discipline that highlights the ethical and moral
perspec�ves prac�ced by black women across the African diaspora.
Womanist ethics examines the moral systems of African American women
and social ac�vists such as Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman, Jarena Lee,
Ida B. Wells, Ella Baker, and Alice Walker. In the tradi�on of Aristotelian
virtue ethics, the lives, wri�ngs, and ac�ons of these and other women are
studied to glean the values, virtues, and wisdom that help chart strategies
for social jus�ce in the present day.

What I find most instruc�ve about connec�ons between fierce
compassion and womanist thought is the possibility of a different
theore�cal approach to jus�ce that maintains the larger womanist
principle of community. Fierce compassion is radically inclusive in its
orienta�on. It undergirds the womanist prac�ces of community grounded
in the dignity and worth of all beings, prac�ces that are in turn rooted in
the African construct of interconnectedness. Used as a frame for most
study in African and African American religion, this understanding of
interconnectedness not only provides a base for ecological, racial, gender,
sexual, and economic jus�ce, but also binds together aboli�onist and other
arguments for the humanity of black peoples across the planet. Enforced
throughout the history of black intellectual and social protest thought and
found in the wri�ngs of W. E. B. Du Bois (1868–1963), Ida B. Wells (1862–
1931), and others, the humanity, dignity, and worth of black peoples is
stressed as primary to any jus�ce work related to equality. Fierce
compassion, although a Buddhist concept grounded in a different lineage,
offers womanism a new theore�cal base.



A second element that I find most instruc�ve in the connec�ons
between Buddhist fierce compassion and womanist thought is the
Buddhist emphasis on prac�ce. No�ng the various ways that black women
face extraordinary pressures dealing with the intersec�ng oppressions of
environmental injus�ce, racism, classism, sexism, and heterosexism,
womanists have interpreted Buddhism as offering strategies to interrupt
the grueling task of having to defend one’s being and right to exist on the
planet. Authors, including Jan Willis, Alice Walker, bell hooks, and Robin
Hart write honestly and ac�vely about the gi�s of Buddhist medita�on as a
healing prac�ce to understand, reframe, and heal from racism. More
specifically, Robin Hart writes about the healing nature of Buddhist thought
and prac�ce as she deals with anger caused by racism. She writes:

I need to find a way to deal with my anger at racism before it
overwhelms me. I behave in a civilized manner. I don’t scream at or
beat or kill anyone, but anger festers within me, keeping me from
being aware of my own poten�al. Buddhism provides concrete
methods to deal with anger, but it’s difficult to prac�ce the precepts
while under constant a�ack.[7]

No�ng the daily barrage of racism she faced as a civil rights a�orney
in Washington, DC, and the quiet prejudices that people held about her
due to her race, Hart suggests that one prac�ce of Engaged Buddhism is
confron�ng and dealing with racism through a Buddhist lens. Recognizing
systemic injus�ce as rooted in the three poisons of desire, aversion, and
delusion, she hopes that she will one day realize through compassion that
racism is at the bo�om of the delusion that arises in people who are not
open to the truth of interconnectedness. That is, according to Hart’s
understanding of Buddhism, forms of injus�ce emerge from the incorrect
thinking of those who do not see clearly the worth and dignity of other
beings, in part because they do not accept the same worth and dignity in
themselves. Running around with these par�ally constructed untruths in
their head, people fall into delusion. They prove �me and �me again—in
faculty mee�ngs, on speaking gigs, in blogs, and on television—that the
reified pa�erns in their mind cause them to feel superior to others of a
different race, ethnicity, class, sexual orienta�on, na�onality, or hue. Upon



being confronted by their own racist ac�ons, a�tudes, or behaviors,
instead of moving on a path of transforma�on to see the truth, they cling
even more �ghtly to the reified pa�erns in their own minds to maintain a
sense of iden�ty—thus fueling the misconstructed and mistaken ideas
(delusions) that they are different from and superior to another person.
They do not see, as Engaged Buddhism suggests, that we all share in the
same “buddha nature” through the very fact of our interconnectedness.

FIERCE COMPASSION AS MOTIVATION FOR SOCIAL CHANGE

As I have discussed, fierce compassion not only provides a new theore�cal
base for womanist scholarship, but also prac�cal strategies for reclaiming
agency, self-worth, and value in the midst of intersec�ng injus�ces. The
Buddhist concept is also helpful as a mode of jus�ce-making, offering
promising strategies for public intellectuals, scholars, and ac�vist working
together to bring about jus�ce, through pen, prophe�c tongue, marching
feet, and teaching. Makransky makes a similar observa�on. In an interview
in Tricycle magazine, “Anger versus Fierce Compassion as Mo�va�on for
Social Jus�ce,” he talks about the change he is witnessing in social jus�ce
ac�vists, scholars, and teachers who draw on love and compassion to do
their work, instead of anger. Explaining why and how change is happening,
he suggests that many ac�vists are turning away from anger as a
mo�va�ng energy to do jus�ce work because it leaves them completely
burnt out. He explains:

Most who a�end my social jus�ce retreats are social jus�ce ac�vists,
including teachers, social workers and health-care givers who see a
need for systemic change. . . . They are saying . . . delusions of anger
hinder and eventually destroy our work. Anger projects images of
others that are merely par�al, preven�ng us from knowing more of
their humanity and poten�al. Then we can’t listen deeply to others. . .
. We need to go beyond the bri�le self-centeredness of anger and
take the power and energy driving anger to its truer objects. Instead
of ha�ng other persons as objects to be defeated or destroyed, we
can let our wrathful energy target all pa�erns of greed, prejudice,
hatred, fear and self-protec�veness that have been opera�ve in every



one of us, star�ng with ourselves. To do this is to be given over to the
underlying energy of impar�al compassion in the nature of our minds.
This energy can become ferocious in upholding everyone in their
essen�al dignity and poten�al.[8]

For those familiar with the wri�ngs and speeches of civil rights ac�vist
Mar�n Luther King Jr., this word dignity rings in our ears. That is,
Makransky’s acknowledgment of a “third-way” toward jus�ce is
reminiscent of King’s call for movement of workers and ci�zens across the
United States to conduct the work of social change and transforma�on “on
the high plane of dignity and discipline,” thus empowering individuals and
communi�es to work together to usher in a new era of freedom, jus�ce,
and equality “for all God’s children.”[9] Calling us all to par�cipate in healing
“the soul of America” King worked in mutual partnership with world
leaders and everyday ci�zens for racial, economic, and social jus�ce. With
a brilliant vision of hope, King planted a seed in the hearts and minds of
many that would bloom in communi�es from the “snow-capped Rockies of
Colorado” to na�ons all around the globalized world.

It is significant that King’s thought, and par�cularly his upholding of
uncondi�onal love, is an important model for womanist thinkers. Based
upon the worth and human dignity of all persons, womanist ethics also
holds to the kind of radical inclusivity and equality that King professed. In
rela�on to Buddhist studies, King’s insistence on holding to the worth of all
coincides with the Buddhist concept of fierce compassion. King taught that
cul�va�ng this kind of fierce compassion, predicated on uncondi�onal
love, is a tool of grace and social jus�ce that saves lives and ul�mately
empowers communi�es.[10]

CONCLUSION

In this paper I have described the concept of fierce compassion as it is
being developed in contemporary Engaged Buddhism. Next, I made
connec�ons between fierce compassion and acts of jus�ce as they are
understood in womanist thought. Finally, I elaborated on how the Buddhist
concept of fierce compassion might serve to open fresh dialogue over a
womanist sense of social jus�ce. What makes this conversa�on engaging



womanist and Buddhist perspec�ves on fierce compassion unique is that it
can be seen as mutually enhancing. That is, while the Buddhist sense of
fierce compassion can be offered as a concept to expand womanist no�ons
of jus�ce, the importance of womanist analysis and the reality of structural
oppression in the lives of black women speaks back into Buddhism with
ques�ons about whether tools of Buddhist prac�ce are strong enough to
face, resist, and dismantle systemic oppression.

In the case of environmental injus�ce, racism, sexism, classism,
heterosexism or homophobia impac�ng a par�cular woman of color, the
lens of fierce compassion not only acknowledges the worth and goodness
in the person who has been wronged, but also upholds this same poten�al
in the person who has acted unjustly. In terms of social jus�ce, fierce
compassion holds the wrongdoer accountable to this deeper truth. In
womanist language, this act of jus�ce acknowledges the inherent worth of
all beings involved in the system, or situa�on of injus�ce. Even in extreme
examples—a rapist and a survivor of rape—the inner being of both are
affirmed. As Thich Nhat Hanh writes in his poem “Call Me by My True
Names”: “I am the twelve-year-old girl, refugee on a small boat, / who
throws herself into the ocean a�er being raped by a sea pirate, / and I am
the pirate, my heart not yet capable of seeing and loving.”[11]

Thich Nhat Hanh wrote this poem a�er learning of this story of the
rape and death of a twelve-year-old refugee. His reflec�ons on his reac�on
to the story illustrates the depth and complexity of emo�on that fierce
compassion demands of us:

I was very angry, of course. But I could not take sides against the sea
pirate. If I could have, it would have been easier, but I couldn’t. I
realized that if I had been born in his village and had lived a similar life
—economic, educa�onal, and so on—it is likely that I would now be
that sea pirate. So it is not easy to take sides. Out of suffering, I wrote
this poem. It is called “Please Call Me by My True Names,” because I
have many names, and when you call me by any of them, I have to
say, “Yes.”[12]

In saying “yes” to our many names, we say “yes” to the worth and
dignity of all; we affirm that all are worthy of “being saved” and uphold the



cosmological reality of our “interbeing.” This kind of fierce compassion not
only searches for strategies that will hold the perpetrator accountable, but
it also finds the skillful means to secure safety for, and restore a sense of
self-worth in, the survivor.

As a form of social jus�ce, then, fierce compassion is seen through a
womanist lens as being deeply commi�ed to an almost “otherworldly”
acknowledgement of the interconnec�ons between and through all beings.
This is “otherworldly” in the sense that it demands a saintly, almost
superhuman capacity for radically inclusive love. To invoke a black southern
expression, “No one in the community is thrown away, no ma�er who they
are and what they’ve done.” This radical sense of inclusion is of course
rooted in a figure familiar to major streams of African American spirituality
—Jesus. And it is also present in the work and teachings of Thich Nhat
Hanh, Pema Chödrön, the Dalai Lama, and other figures in Engaged
Buddhism that I have discussed as new resources for womanist thinking.
Engaged Buddhism offers womanism a theore�cal framework to support
prac�ces of jus�ce and compassion, helping us turn the saintly and
“superhuman” into a radically human reality.
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Chapter 7
World,	Nothing,	and	Globalization	in

Nishida	and	Nancy
John W. M. Krummel
The technological shrinking of the globe in the last few centuries has

torn and erased what previously were cultural and geographical
boundaries. We find ourselves surrounded by an ever-increasing
mul�plicity of truth configura�ons sounding in the global web of
communica�on and informa�on, each compe�ng for universal and eternal
validity. In the midst of others—like and yet unlike ourselves—both our
implacement in the environing world of familiar contexts and its
con�ngency become apparent. Truths, previously held to be
unques�onable, now stand naked in their rela�vity. As the crossing of
borders, whether geographical or virtual, becomes increasingly accessible
and frequent, anxiety grows in the interface of new and mul�ple horizons.
Many of us are finding that the world is a complex of horizons: “worlds”
are now forced to contend with one another as each increasingly realizes
its emp�ness. Amid the global encounter of worldviews, truth claims, ways
of life, and so on, the ques�on arises, What is one’s place in the midst of
others, the posi�on one occupies in the world; how or where does one fit?

In the early part of the twen�eth century, Japan as a na�on was
asking similar ques�ons with regard to her place in the world. During the
1940s, Nishida Kitarō (1870–1945), founder of the Kyoto School of
philosophy, no�ced in Sekai no shinchitsujo no genri (Fundamental
Principles of a New World Order, 1943) how formerly disconnected na�ons
“have been brought into a common world space due to developments in
science, technology, and economy.”[1] A few years earlier, in Nihon bunka
no mondai (The Problem of Japanese Culture, 1940) he had wri�en that
na�ons can no longer stand separately from the world made one by free
trade.[2] And a decade and a half prior to that (1926) he had argued that to
be is to be implaced.[3] Everything that is must have its place (basho). In
terms of the forms of interpersonal and interac�ve human existence that
Nishida thema�zed during the 1930s, this means world (sekai). We exist by
ac�vely partaking in the world as a so-



ciohistorical context. The world in this sense is what allows us to make
sense of everything else; everything has meaning within its context, or, in
phenomenological terms, its horizon. What happens then with the
globaliza�on of that world, the horizon of meaning, whereby one horizon
contends with a mul�plicity of other horizons? For Nishida, the world is
ul�mately implaced within a horizon of horizons that he calls “the place of
absolute nothing” (ze�ai mu no basho). It is within that clearing of a
nothing that mul�ple horizons of meaningfulness arise, contend, interact,
and/or disappear.

We see comparable observa�ons about the world in the work of a
contemporary French philosopher, Jean-Luc Nancy, who also no�ces a
nothing at the ground of the world. For Nancy, the archi-spa�ality of the
world is a nothing that makes room for beings and sense (i.e., meaning).
Moreover, both thinkers provide a response to the contemporary situa�on
of the world that has been called “globaliza�on.” Much has already been
wri�en on Nishida’s somewhat embarrassing failures to poli�cize his
philosophy, leading to the ques�on of whether his philosophy has anything
to offer by way of praxis. Nancy seems to suggest a way in which Nishida’s
theory of place might be applied as praxis. On the basis of their possible
convergence in the recogni�on of the nothing at the ground of the world,
in this chapter I examine how we might understand, and respond to, this
contemporary situa�on of globaliza�on. In what way does the world’s
implacement in or upon the un/ground of a nothing shed light on the
process of globaliza�on—and what are the implica�ons for praxis?
Nishida’s theory of the place of nothing stems from a par�cular
appropria�on of the Mahāyāna and Zen Buddhist concepts of emp�ness
(kū) and nothing (mu). The juxtaposi�on of Nishida’s theory with Nancy’s in
a discussion of what is at issue for us today—globaliza�on—might also
provide an interes�ng means to bring premodern Buddhist thought into
dialogue with contemporary con�nental philosophy.

Although I will be focusing on Nishida’s ideas rather than Buddhist
concepts per se in rela�on to Nancy, I am to a certain extent presen�ng
Nishida as a Buddhist thinker, so let me begin by briefly discussing this
connec�on. Nishida makes references to various Buddhist doctrines, texts,
and thinkers throughout his career. Among texts, we can men�on classics
such as the Prajñāpāramitā sutras (including the famous Diamond Sutra as



well as the Heart Sutra), The Pla�orm Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch,
Rinzairoku (Ch. Linji yulu; The Record of Linji), and Mumonkan (Ch. Wu-wen
kuan; Gateless Gate). Among Buddhist thinkers he refers to Nāgārjuna,
Shinran, Nansen, Rinzai, Daitō Kokushi, Dōgen, Ikkyū, and others. And his
own Zen medita�on prac�ce, which con�nued from his late twen�es to his
thir�es, is well known. The Zen kōan that he studied and passed under his
Zen teacher in 1903 when he was thirty-four years old was the kōan on mu
(nothing). From the incep�on of his philosophical career, Nishida
repeatedly makes reference to this concept of mu, an interest that
culminates in his mature development of the concept of a “place” (basho)
that is without determina�on or limit. Several years prior to his death he
wrote in a le�er to his former student, Nishitani Keiji (1900–1990), that it
had been his dearest wish since his thir�es to unite Zen and philosophy,
despite the apparent impossibility of such.[4] And in a separate le�er the
same year to another former student, Mutai Risaku (1890–1974), he writes
that his final aim is to connect Buddhist thought with the modern scien�fic
spirit through his logic of place.[5] However, in the former le�er to
Nishitani, he also admonishes those who unthinkingly classify this thought
as “Zen philosophy.”[6] We need thus to exercise cau�on and not reduce or
categorize Nishida’s thinking as simply Buddhist. Nishida rather saw himself
as engaging in a nonsectarian philosophical search for truth. And his
appropria�ons of Buddhist concepts like mu certainly go beyond tradi�onal
Buddhist formula�ons.

In what follows, I begin by discussing how both thinkers conceive the
world and its rela�onship to society and history, and then proceed to the
world’s rela�onship to the “nothing.” Following this, I discuss globaliza�on
and then look into the mode of praxis that we might draw from each
thinker, before concluding with assessments of their respec�ve views. I
want to suggest that Nishida’s dialec�c of self-nega�on that unfolds from
the world’s implacement in the place of nothing translates into an ethos of
humility that opens a space for meaningful engagement with others.
Taking a clue from Nancy’s no�on of freedom as the freedom of a free
space and a spacing for freedom, Nishida’s no�on of the world of worlds
requires such a praxis. That is to say it necessitates our par�cipa�on in the
world’s poiesis, its self-forma�on, in recogni�on of the irreducible expanse



of the nothing that we all share in co-being amid difference, if we are not
to sink into the nihilis�c quagmire of globalized consumer culture.

WORLD

I understand “world” in general for both Nishida and Nancy to mean the
social and historical network of significa�ons or meanings, very broadly
construed, that enables human beings to live life with meaning. It is the
web of contexts that we are both a part of and partake in. We find
ourselves always already implaced in such a web of meanings that human
existence would be unthinkable without that implacement or
contextualiza�on.

Nishida began developing his theory of “place” (basho) as the
existen�al condi�on of man’s being in the late 1920s, but his examina�on
shi�s in the 1930s from an inward contempla�on of self-awareness to an
outward inves�ga�on of the “world” (sekai) as the field of our
interac�vi�es. His inquiry began in 1911 (Zen no kenkyū; Inquiry into the
Good) with an analysis into the depths of consciousness, but by the mid-
1930s he had turned his focus outward to the environing world, wherein
one is interac�ng with others—both other things and other human beings.
The purview of his discussion of “place” during this period likewise
expands in scope.[7] A�er 1930, Nishida begins to understand the
implacement that cons�tutes one’s being explicitly in terms of the
contextual world of interac�on. Throughout the 1930s, he provides a
detailed examina�on of that world of interac�on as inclusive of
rela�onships with the environment, with tools and technology that alter
the environment, and with other human beings—on manifold levels
involving thought, significa�ons, language, body, and so on.

This world for Nishida does not stay the same; its dialec�cal nature as
a field of interdetermina�ons necessitates transforma�on. Implaced in
such a dialec�cal world (benshōhōteki sekai), we shape one another and
the world through our ac�ng and interac�ng while in turn being shaped
ourselves. While the world is in one sense the subject of its forma�ons,
forming itself and us, at the same �me this involves our own concrete
interac�vi�es, which in turn determines the world in a process Nishida
calls “reverse determina�ons” (gyaku gentei). The whole and its elements



are dialec�cally interdependent. We are condi�oned by our surroundings,
influenced by our upbringing, the television or Internet we watch, and so
on. But we can also confront these determina�ons, to alter the condi�ons
shaping us: “environment makes man and man makes environment.”[8] The
land nourishes us with food, but we in turn alter the land to increase or
decrease its produc�vity, which then conversely affects our well-being. We
exist as autonomous actors that simultaneously serve as crea�ve and
cons�tu�ve elements of this dialec�cal world. The reciprocity here is such
that the world’s poiesis and humanity’s poiesis are dynamically conjoined
in its con�nuous movement “from the made to the making”
(tsukuraretamono kara mirumono e).[9] In other words, human beings are
made by the world and yet at the same �me partake in making that world.
In an extension of East Asian developments of the Mahāyāna no�ons of
dependent co-arising and interpenetra�on of the elements of the cosmos,
Nishida describes the world’s dialec�cal structure as “one qua many, many
qua one” (ichi soku ta, ta soku ichi), whereby the one and the many, the
universal and the individual, are in inter-determina�on.[10]

In the 1990s and 2000s, roughly half a century a�er Nishida, Jean-Luc
Nancy described the in�mate rela�onship between world and meaning in
terms of a tautology: world (monde) is structured as sense (sens) and sense
is structured as world.[11] He discusses the world par�cularly in two works,
Le Sens du monde (The Sense of the World, 1993) and Le créa�on du
monde ou la mondialisa�on (The Crea�on of the World or Mondialisa�on,
2002). Nancy explains sense in the first book as the horizon that forms the
opening of a general “signifyingness” (signifiance), whereby all other
significa�ons are possible.[12] It forms the world, in Heideggerian terms, as
the place of one’s being-(t)here (Dasein) or being-in-the-world.[13] We
might rephrase this in Nishidan terms as the place of one’s implacement
(oite-aru basho). Since the “‘world’ is the totality of meaning,” sense or
meaning is coextensive with the spacing of the world itself.[14] The
meaning or sense of the world then refers to nothing other than the very
possibility of meaning itself. There is no meaning beyond the world, no
transcendent provider or ground of sense.

For both Nishida and Nancy, the world as a web of significa�ons
cons�tu�ve of and environing our being is neither sta�c nor complete. Its



stability is subject to �me and place and is never guaranteed. The world
that is social is hence also historical and unfolds historically—ever open to
alterna�ve and novel possibili�es. And as for the source of that dynamism,
both point to an irreducible indeterminacy that is characterized in terms of
(a) nothing. The world—that is, the web of meanings—to which we belong
and in which we par�cipate is what and how it is on the basis of a nothing,
without ground or absolute reason. Groundless, its source of crea�on is its
very indeterminacy. This is what dis�nguishes Nishida’s dialec�c from a
Hegelian or later Marxist sort: it has no intelligible guiding principle or
determinable cause and is not moving toward a discernible resolu�on of its
contradic�ons. The world in Nishida is without arche or telos, for it is
implaced in or upon the abyss that Nishida calls the “place of nothing” (mu
no basho).

Nancy, like Nishida, speaks of a nothing in rela�on to the world. The
world for Nancy is always a “crea�on,” but with neither given principle
(arche) nor assignable end (telos), nor material (hule) aside from itself.[15]

Its fac�city is without reason, ground, or cause.[16] Without an a priori it
refers only to itself. Hence its crea�on must be considered in the subjec�ve
sense of the geni�ve of in “the crea�on of the world”—a nontheological
crea�on, without God. Nancy explains this to be an immanent self-crea�on
of and from itself, res�ng on nothing, whereby the nothing grows as a
something, a growth of and from nothing (croissance de rien).[17] Coming
from nothing, res�ng on nothing, going to nothing, the world is the
nothing itself, being “without-reason” (rien de raison).[18] Nancy includes
here the sense of birth and death as if to suggest that we ourselves emerge
from the nothing to give meaning to the world in our thoughts and ac�ons
before sinking back into the nothing in death. He suggests that meaning
itself is something to be created in the many ways of our being-in-the-
world.[19]

NOTHING

Both Nishida and Nancy thus look to an abyss for the source of the world’s
crea�on and transforma�ons, an abyss that each in his own way
characterizes as an indeterminate nothing. And in both cases that abyssal



nondifferen�a�on also serves as a kind of space wherein determina�ons,
differen�a�ons, and thus crea�on of the world takes-place.

In Nishida’s case, the dialec�cal over- and interdetermina�ons of the
world point to an abyssal place—in itself underdetermined or
indeterminate—as the space of their occurrence, the world’s bo�omless
poten�al for its presencing. The indeterminacy is, for Nishida, the source of
the crea�vity of the mul�leveled interdetermina�ons that give rise to
beings.[20] What makes the complex of interdetermina�ons possible in the
first place is the world’s nonsubstan�ality.[21] On this basis Nishida explains
the world’s unfolding in terms of the self-nega�on (jiko-hitei) of nothing.[22]

The one character a�ributable to the nothing is nega�on, and since the
place of nothing is not delimited or determined by anything else, the
nega�on it possesses is its own. In the act of self-nega�on it thus gives
birth to the world of many. The nothing as place enfolds beings, but in its
self-nega�on, unfolds beings. We may understand this as the self-
differen�a�on of an undifferen�atedness, or a self-determining
indeterminacy. Nishida himself characterizes this as a “self-forming
formlessness” or a “determina�on without determiner.”

And if self-nega�on is the source of the determina�on of the world, it
is also the source of the determina�on of individuals. The mutual self-
nega�on of individuals permits their interrela�ons within the place of
nothing, but without mi�ga�ng their uniqueness and crea�vity—
interrela�ons that in turn determine the world. The mul�leveled complex
of the dialec�cal world thus involves mutual self-nega�ons on the part of
both whole and parts, place and implaced, world and individuals. And that
crea�vity on the part of both world and individuals, predicated upon the
place of nothing, thus emerges ex nihilo to account for the irrepeatability
and novelty of events in history and their unpredictability.[23]

For Nancy the sense of the world’s “being without reason” means
likewise that the world and its ways cannot be calculated or predicted. Its
mode of being is that of an unpredictable event, the erup�on of the new,
suddenly appearing from nothing. To go back to Nancy’s tautology, the very
sense or meaning of the world as such is the crea�on of meaning, its
making of sense from nothing given—a significance without founda�on,
without reason. Like the mys�cal rose of Angelus Silesius (1624–1677), the



world is “without why,” a mystery—but we are involved in that mystery of
crea�on, the crea�on of the world/nothing (subjec�ve geni�ve of). Nancy
persistently pursues this idea of the nothing behind the world in a direc�on
very similar to Nishida’s no�on of place. This is quite striking since he was
most likely not cognizant of Nishida’s work or of Kyoto School philosophy.
For Nancy, as well, the world serves as “a common place of the totality of
places,” but without any founda�on.[24] In being permeated with nothing,
the world makes room, in its emp�ness, for the coexistence of beings and
allows them to take place.[25] The world is thus a place of any possible
taking-place, wherein “there is room for everyone.”[26] He phrases this
variously as “archi-spa�ality,” “spaciousness of the opening,” and
“space/spacing of presence/s”—the world’s spacing that is coextensive
with the nothing.[27] Nancy views the world in this sense as an absolute
immanence permeated by nothing, supported by nothing, with nothing
beyond it; an empty opening that “weaves the coappearances of
beings,”[28] allowing for the coherence of their coexistence, without
reference to some other or transcendent founda�onal unity. The
coherence or togetherness of the many, then, is not their oneness but
rather their spacing.

Both Nishida’s and Nancy’s discussions of the world in its
indeterminacy thus point to some sort of primal spacing. In other words,
we are speaking here of a primal space that is in excess of the
determina�ons that occur—that is, take-place—within it, but that provides
the clearing for the emergence of beings. It is the opening of the very
possibility of crea�on, whether ideally or materially, of meanings and of
beings—of onto-poiesis. It is from out of, and within, this space that
crea�on occurs, takes-place, ex nihilo. But the ques�on looms to what
extent we, human beings, are in control, if the primal spacing of the world
exceeds all horizons of calculability and if due to this ex nihilo there is
always an element in history of the unpredictable. Would this not lead us
to nihilism and passivity?

GLOBALIZATION



If “world” is the horizon of meaning belonging to a social-historical
collec�ve of people, what seems different today under the phenomenon
called globaliza�on is that many “worlds” are brought in the midst of, and
forced to contend with, one another, raising issues of authen�city and
legi�macy. As alluded to at the beginning of this essay, the increasing
accessibility and frequency of the crossing of borders between formerly
isolated “worlds” is accompanied by anxiety in the face of broader and
more complicated horizons that unfold from the merging and twis�ng of
older ones. Amid the exposure of their rela�vity, horizons of meaning can
no longer claim absolute validity. Both Nishida and Nancy point to possible
ways of responding to this phenomenon.

Interes�ngly the increasing mul�plicity of “truths” now made
available on a global scale is simultaneously accompanied by an opposing
tendency toward homogeniza�on under what Nancy calls eco-technics or
eco-technology of “capitalist, globalist, monopolist organiza�on”; that is,
the global structura�on via technology of the world as a world economy.
[29] Increases in efficiency and speed of travel, communica�on, and
informa�on exchange abolish distances, bringing the far near and
displacing human existence into alien lands. Accompanying this is the trend
toward homogeniza�on and erasure of the unique and indigenous ways of
life belonging to par�cular socie�es in locales across the world, which in
turn results in a sense of uprootedness, aliena�on, loss of orienta�on, or
general loss of meaning—that is, nihilism.

Other phenomenologists, from Mar�n Heidegger to Edward Casey,
have noted how under the reign of technology the uniqueness of the
“home” as a place of dwelling is erased for the sake of calculability and
replaced by the homogeneity of measured space.[30] Human beings thus
lose their sense of orienta�on in the world and their grounding in an
iden�ty. As tradi�onal sovereign�es are weakened, only sovereign�es
coinciding with this eco-technical power remain.[31] The world becomes a
communica�on and informa�on network and market of consumer goods,
where differences in value or meaning can be reduced to “general
equivalence.” With the exponen�al growth of the market, the force of
commodifica�on threatens all, as everything and anything can be
repackaged as a commodity.[32] Culture becomes consumer



(pseudo)culture. And even our desires and needs become shaped
accordingly by market demands: we want to be, live, and fuck like the
latest TV/movie/rock/porn/YouTube star. To sa�sfy this desire, we buy. And
we sell so we can buy. Everyone is leveled down to the “lowest common
denominator,” the mass consumer: “I buy, therefore I am.” In such a world,
human life becomes increasingly superficial and senseless as nothing but
the ongoing transac�ons of quan�fied exchange values. The very point of
human existence becomes lost in the technological facilita�on of economic
efficiency—but efficiency for what?

On the other hand, modern technology’s leveling of place across the
world—its shrinking of the globe—has also led to the unveiling of its own
contradic�ons. That is to say, homogeniza�on is accompanied by a trend in
the opposite direc�on that makes mul�plicity and difference—the
heterogeneity of cultural places—conspicuous. And under the light of
difference and mul�plicity, the nonsubstan�ality—or emp�ness—of every
horizon of meaning becomes manifest. What one took to be the en�re
world in pre-modernity is revealed to be just one possibility among many,
as the heterogeneity of the world in its planetary scale becomes evident.
The world is shown to be a mul�plicity of “worlds,” a mul�plicity that
includes disparity and opposi�on.[33]

The prolifera�on of such worlds is the indeterminate mul�plica�on—
an “au�s�c mul�plicity”—of centripetal “meanings closed in on
themselves and supersaturated with significance.”[34] As a result,
“meanings . . . [are] no longer meaningful because they have come to refer
only to their own closure, to their horizon of appropria�on,” spreading
“destruc�on, hatred, and the denial of existence.”[35] Nancy men�ons
Sarajevo as a representa�ve example of this phenomenon.[36] So there
emerges the contradic�on or tension between the difference and
mul�plicity of the local—each closed in on its own meaning—on the one
hand, and the drive toward sameness and homogeneity on the other, as
global capitalism spreads its tentacles to reshape and repackage the
different with a set of iden�fiable significa�ons, incorpora�ng it into its
web of consump�on. This also means that even the pronouncement of
difference made technologically possible is o�en mediated and thus muted
by the global media serving consumerist tendencies.



Nevertheless the tension between mul�plica�on and homogeniza�on
remains unresolved. Capital’s engulfment of the planet is never completed.
We find ourselves faced with the extreme contrast between the inane and
bland sameness of global consumer (pseudo)culture and the rich
mul�plicity of difference among local cultures, the extreme end of which in
the face of globaliza�on can react in xenophobic self-closure and violence.
The world today is a world of many worlds, many imaginaries, involving the
duplicity of homogeniza�on and mul�plica�on. Will globaliza�on exhaust
itself, as it spreads itself too thin to reveal an abyss underneath? For its
perpetual incomple�on signifies the room for an alterna�ve to
globaliza�on—an alterna�ve that looks into that abyss to recognize the
world as an empty clearing for “worlds” in their co-con�ngency and
rela�vity. For Nishida, on the one hand, the many worlds are places, all
implaced within the place of nothing. This no�on led him to postulate the
ideal of a “world of worlds” (sekaiteki sekai). Nancy, on the other hand,
designates his version of this contemporary alterna�ve that accompanies
and opposes globaliza�on, mondialisa�on.

WORLD OF WORLDS AND MONDIALISATION

What are the prac�cal implica�ons of globaliza�on for human existence?
How are we to respond in prac�ce to the globalizing world in order to
realize the full poten�al and authen�city of human existence? What
responses do Nishida and Nancy suggest? Both seem to point to an
opening of the world as a praxis in recogni�on of the nothing.

The	World	of	Worlds	in	Nishida

Nishida himself—born and raised in an East Asian culture opening
itself up to the world a�er two centuries of isola�on—experienced that
tension of global heterogeneity as a split within his own soul.[37] His
dialec�c was born out of his philosophical readiness to cross cultural and
intellectual boundaries. Nishida’s philosophical project of overcoming
dualism was a search for a ground that could contextualize the disparity
between East and West on the basis of a deeper unifying source. Ueda
Shizuteru claims that the East-West split was exemplified in Nishida’s own



dual ac�vi�es of Zen medita�on and philosophy: “The split was itself his
gateway to the ‘deeper founda�ons’ of unity.”[38] But that founda�on can
be no universalizing essence that would impose upon, and hence erase,
mutual differences among elements. It must rather be a nothing—that
which provides space for coexistence; hence Nishida’s no�on of the place
of nothing as the primal spacing for the “world of worlds” (sekaiteki sekai).

We have now entered another century in which globaliza�on
con�nues its relentless advance; thus Nishida’s thinking is not en�rely
irrelevant to our contemporary situa�on. For Nishida, we recall, it is the
very nonsubstan�ality of the world as the manifesta�on of the absolute
nothing in its self-forma�on—that is, the place of nothing as the place of
places with its dialec�c of self-nega�on—that clears room for the
reciprocal and autonomous determina�on of individuals, permi�ng them
in turn to act upon the world. The dialec�cal world of mutual self-
nega�ons allows for the harmonious coexistence of simultaneously
interdependent and independent individuals in Nishida’s scheme. In other
words, the nothing of the world as its place clears room for autonomy,
coexistence, and plurality. Yet this was not a given for Nishida. It is
something that we have to work to realize. At least this is one ethical
implica�on we might draw out of Nishida’s philosophy of place. But what
can Nishida’s thinking offer us today in the context of globaliza�on? As
borders crumble and boundaries are torn asunder, amid these conflicts and
complica�ons it would do us well to bear in mind the irreducible expanse—
a nothing—wherein we all exist in co-implacement amid our differences.

Nishida’s own concrete a�empt to take his theory into the arena of
world poli�cs with his vision of a mul�cultural “world of worlds” sadly
went unrealized. This was so even as Japanese militarists sought to
appropriate his ideas by subtrac�ng some key points. Rather than looking
to the domina�on of a single culture to solve the inevitable and
unavoidable encounter between regions and horizons, Nishida in
Tetsugaku no konpon mondai (Fundamental Problems of Philosophy) of the
mid-1930s looks to their mutual media�on, whereby each develops vis-à-
vis one another in interrela�onship: “True world culture will be formed by
various cultures developing themselves through the medium of the world
while preserving their own respec�ve standpoints.”[39] In his vision each



culture thus would be able to retain its own way of being while
simultaneously developing itself in rela�on to others in the crea�on of a
world culture.[40] And in Nihon bunka no mondai (The Problem of Japanese
Culture, 1940), the ques�on of intercultural encounter is no longer one of
“us or them” or even East versus West: “It is not the ques�on of nega�ng
Eastern culture by means of Western culture or nega�ng Western culture
by means of Eastern culture, nor of enveloping one into the other. Instead
the point is to bathe both in a new light by discovering an even deeper and
broader ground.”[41] That depth is to be plumbed via mutual difference and
co-rela�vity.

That broader ground of a world culture resul�ng from intercultural
encounter culminates in what Nishida designates in Sekai no shinchitsujo
no genri (The Fundamental Principles of a New World Order, 1943) the
“world of worlds” (sekaiteki sekai).[42] The “world of worlds” was thus to
be realized only through coopera�ve interrela�onship.[43] He even warns in
Nihon bunka no mondai that for this one must carefully avoid making one’s
own country (e.g., Japan) into a subject-body (shutai) that would dominate
other cultures and countries. To thus a�empt to negate them or reduce
them according to one’s own na�onal standpoint would be imperialism
(teikokushugi).[44] His vision then is not na�onalist imperialism—but
neither is it an “interna�onalist globalism” that aims to eradicate or
subsume differences under the assumed universality of an allegedly
authen�c way of being human, be it communism or consumerism: “Each
na�on or race, possessing its respec�ve world historical des�ny, combines
into a single global world while each lives its own unique historical life.”[45]

Nishida calls for each na�on’s simultaneous self-realiza�on and self-
transcendence, whereby each reaches beyond itself to par�cipate in
erec�ng such a “global world.” But each na�on can open itself up to this
world of worlds only by first opening to its own concrete regional sphere or
“co-prosperity sphere” (kyōeiken) founded upon geographical condi�ons
and cultural bonds.[46] This means that the “historical life” belonging to the
regional tradi�ons and cultures of specific peoples are to be respected.[47]

The world of worlds is to be realized only from out of the coopera�ve
interrela�onship of such “par�cular worlds” (tokushuteki sekai), precluding
the domina�on of powerful na�onal or mul�na�onal en��es.[48]



With no privileged or domina�ng center, the globe is thus spa�alized
as a place for the co-implacement of regions.[49] Rather than possessing a
universal essence that imposes itself upon the various cultures, the planet
is their place, wherein they interact and coexist; a place possessing
disparate cultural possibili�es in nondis�nc�on; a “nothing” (mu), from out
of and in which their mutual differences are realized.[50] Within this space
of a primal nothing cultures of the world interact to create dialec�cally
their own iden��es vis-à-vis one another, accoun�ng for both deep-rooted
commonality and irreducible diversity. To realize that communal space of
primal nothing wherein each region can develop and interact freely, the
dialec�c of na�ons would have to be one of mutual self-nega�on founded
upon that place of nothing. Each organic na�onal en�ty—for which Nishida
employs the term kokutai—emerges spontaneously through a people’s
self-determina�on as a historical body (rekishiteki shintai).[51] But such
na�ons qua historical bodies must in turn interrelate through mutual self-
nega�on, foregoing any aggressive designs upon others.[52] On this basis
Nishida foresaw the poten�al of the twen�eth century to be an age when
na�ons of the world overcome colonialism and undergo a world-
awakening to realize the very world as their place of co-being.

This is not to ignore however a certain tendency in Nishida’s later
works toward cultural essen�alism and, in par�cular, a Japanocentrism or
Japanism (nihonshugi), including several a�empts to conjoin his dialec�cal
philosophy with the emperor cult of state ideology. For example, in Nihon
bunka no mondai he sets forth Japan as the exemplar of the spirit of self-
nega�on that would envelop its others in order to construct a one world
through its contradictory self-iden�ty.[53] He adds that this is Japan’s
des�ny as the builder of East Asia and its coprosperity sphere. And in Sekai
no shinchitsujo no genri, Japan has the unique responsibility—its world-
historical task—to set up the East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere and ul�mately
to spread worldwide the principle of the world of worlds forma�on
(sekaiteki-sekaikeisei no genri) by cul�va�ng the principle of “eight
direc�ons cons�tu�ng one universe” or “under one roof” (hakkō iu),
centered on the Imperial Household 
(kōshitsu).[54] Nishida looks to the Imperial Household as a symbol, capable
of func�oning as the world’s dialec�cal universal. In its absolutely



contradictory self-iden�ty, it can play the role of the place of absolute
nothing to permit the unifica�on of many in one. As evidence, Nishida
recycles the spurious argument traceable to the Na�ve Learning
(kokugaku) scholars of Tokugawa Japan that the Imperial Household has
remained constant—as an absolute present (ze�ai genzai)—amid change
throughout the history of Japan, thereby drawing an analogy between the
temporal and the spa�al dimensions.[55] Thus, he concludes, “contained
within our na�on’s Imperial Way [kōdō] is the world-forma�on principle
[sekaikeisei no genri] of hakkō iu.”[56]

One can raise several ques�ons at this point: Is this really an
alterna�ve to imperialism? Is there any room within Nishida’s dialec�cs for
such an “unchanging essence”? Is Nishida here losing sight of his own
vision by playing into the hands of ethnocentric imperialism? This
privileging of Japan and essen�aliza�on of her a�ributes is, a�er all,
countered by Nishida’s own dialec�cs of the world. As Gereon Kopf argues,
the dialec�c of contradictory self-iden�ty can equally apply to any other
na�on or peoples.[57] Nishida’s Japanocentrism was certainly a reac�on to
the Eurocentrism of world powers at the �me, and it is not unconnected to
his response to the mainstream philosophical stance of the West that he
took to be a “culture of being” (yū no bunka) as opposed to the “culture of
nothing” (mu no bunka) of the East.[58] The irony, as Kopf has shown, is
that Nishida jus�fied his na�onalism (and thus essen�alism) with an
an�essen�alist philosophy.[59]

Be that as it may, it is remarkable that as Japan was becoming
engulfed in military conflicts in Asia and the Pacific, Nishida sought to give
expression to his vision of a mul�cultural world of worlds in an a�empt to
influence decision makers. In retrospect we no�ce Nishida’s naivety in
agreeing to meet with some government or military strategists and policy
makers at their research ins�tutes or gatherings in the hopes that he might
be able to influence them with his ideas. If Nishida’s theory seems
unconvincing because of his failed a�empt at prac�cal applica�on during
the 1930s and 1940s, or because of postwar accusa�ons of complicity with
the militarist state, nevertheless I think the main thrust of his theory is s�ll
applicable to our present situa�on. But to be true to Nishida’s core insights
concerning place and dialec�c, and to apply them to our contemporary



needs, we would need to discard his Japanocentrism and essen�alist
tendencies, especially in regard to the Imperial Household and the
reifica�on of the na�on-state—tendencies that are at any rate undermined
by his own dialec�cal insights. We might then take his concept of the world
of worlds and conceive it in a way viable to the contemporary situa�on,
especially by bringing him into cross-cultural and cross-epochal
conversa�on with other thinkers. The point is to realize an open place that
privileges no center, the world as an open sphere that precludes closure,
loosening the hold of essen�alism and dissolving any residual absolu�sm.

The aspect of Nishida’s concep�on of the world that opens it beyond
essen�alist closure is precisely his no�on of the nothing (mu) and its
concomitant ac�vity of nega�on (hitei), both having their roots in the
Mahāyāna doctrine of emp�ness (kū), which etymologically has the sense
of an open sky.[60] Taking off from Nāgārjuna’s no�on of the emp�ness of
emp�ness (śūnyatāyāh śūnyatā), the universal for Nishida understood as
the world itself is empty of substance, hence an empty place, a place of
nothing that in the act of self-nega�on permits the co-arising of beings.
Not only are individuals empty of substance (in their egolessness), but so
too is the universal, their place of implacement. As we saw above, the
dialec�c between world and individual is one of mutual self-nega�on that
also incorporates the mutual self-nega�on among individuals. World and
individuals are thus cocons�tuted through the dialec�c of mutual self-
nega�on. This realiza�on would perpetually destabilize the threat of
unilateral totaliza�on, whether on the regional, na�onal, or global level.

In addi�on to Mahāyāna emp�ness, Nishida’s no�on of place has its
roots in Plato’s chōra (χώρα), which served as an indeterminate receptacle
of forma�on in the Timaeus. But Nishida reverses the hylomorphic
hierarchy of Greek metaphysics with his no�on of a self-forming
formlessness or determina�on without determiner. And in his dialec�c of
the world this means that the world forms itself via the individuals’ self-
and coforma�ons without anything transcending the world of individuals.
In any case the dialec�c—and ironically even his appropria�on of the
symbolism of the Imperial Household as we saw above—is certainly more
Mahāyāna in spirit than State Shinto or Confucian, in that its vision is one
of integra�on and copar�cipa�on between whole and parts in mutual self-



nega�on rather than the imposi�on of a universal upon the par�culars: “By
each na�on becoming self-aware of its own world mission, we will be able
to construct a single world-historical world [sekaishiteki sekai], that is, a
world of worlds.”[61] Predicated upon a boundless sphere that in itself is
nothing and has nothing to impose upon its par�culars—that is, the place
of nothing—this vision is pluralis�c rather than imperialis�c and
encourages coopera�on, not domina�on. On the other hand, the self-
nega�on of the place of nothing is far from being a form of ontological
nihilism, as it serves to affirm the very beings it embraces as their place
and indeed makes room for their co-being.[62]

We need to remember, however, that the self-forming of the world for
Nishida, predicated upon the nothing’s self-nega�on, in turn is also
predicated upon our own interac�vity. Whether we realize that global
space of co-being depends on how we interrelate and mutually respond;
that is, whether or not we ac�vely take part in the dialec�c of self-
nega�on. Nishida’s dialec�c of self-nega�on and (an)ontology of nothing
permits the founding of an ethical posture that precludes the imposi�on of
one’s egocentricity vis-à-vis the other. In recogni�on of the finitude of
one’s being-in-the-world, it sets forth a posture of reciprocal humility that
allows for coimplacement amid others in an empty space, permi�ng
mul�plicity and difference. In the absence of an absolute ground of
universality that we might claim and wish to impose, space is permi�ed for
an unimposing rela�onship with others. It is in this sense, in its call for an
ethos of humility to cul�vate such an open space, that we might look to
Nishida’s no�on of the place of nothing and his world dialec�c of self-
nega�on. And in this regard I no�ce an interes�ng resonance with Nancy’s
ideas about the world. Both point to the world as opening a space of co-
being that allows for mutual difference between singulari�es of the world.
Indeed, if Nishida’s ideas are unconvincing to some because of his own
failed a�empts at nego�a�ng with the military state, we might look to
Nancy’s discussions of the world, globaliza�on, and freedom as providing a
clue to a viable applica�on or appropria�on of Nishida’s theory.

Mondialisation	in	Nancy



In the case of Nancy, the rarefica�on of the sense of the world
through globaliza�on is precisely what opens the possibility for an
alterna�ve to globaliza�on. In two of his works, Le Sens du monde and Le
crea�on du monde ou la mondialisa�on, he dis�nguishes what he calls
mondialisa�on from globaliza�on.[63] While both globaliza�on and
mondialisa�on refer to the unifica�on of parts of the world, in Nancy’s
view globaliza�on works to produce uniformity through economy and
technology, leading to an uninhabitable “un-world” (immonde) without
sense.[64] He thus calls globaliza�on in this respect agglomérisa�on—in
English agglomera�on or agglomeriza�on—in reference to the La�n
glomus, a ball of accumula�ons or the piling up of a series of
conglomera�ons of “urban networks.”[65] By contrast, mondialisa�on
works to open the possibility of an “authen�c world-forming”; a making of
sense and crea�on of a world that makes sense; a world of dis�nct human
ways of being in a process of expansion. In tending toward the “un-world,”
globaliza�on works to suppress further “world-forming,”[66] whereas
mondialisa�on works for the inexhaus�ble crea�on of meaning. The
product of globaliza�on qua agglomera�on is globality, a closed “sphere of
uni-totality” grasped as such, accessible for mastery.[67] Contrariwise, the
product of mondialisa�on is the ongoing opening of the space of meaning
that puts into ques�on the very sense of the world. Paradoxically, however,
in bringing the interconnec�ons of various horizons into view on a global
scale, it is globaliza�on that makes mondialisa�on possible in the first
place.[68] In either case, the world is one and yet a unity of many, a
mul�plicity of worlds. The ques�on, then, is how to approach that many-
ness. While that mul�plicity can mean disparity and opposi�on, the world’s
unity also involves the sharing and exposi�on of the many worlds within it.
[69] For Nancy it is this ques�on that leads to the differen�a�on of
mondialisa�on from globaliza�on. He also presents this ques�on in terms
of what the revealed groundlessness of the world entails—that is, the issue
of meaning and nihilism.

The world’s globaliza�on may tend toward nihilism, but at the same
�me its mondialisa�on can open the possibility of meaning. The de-
significa�on of sense and the leveling of values under general equivalency
unveils in the very emp�ness of the world a space for the possibility of



meaning.[70] As absolutes and founda�ons topple in what Nancy calls
“detheologiza�on,” the world becomes senseless. It is stripped naked, and
revealed to be “without reason,” “without why.” He tells us that this end of
the sense of the world is the end of the world of sense.[71] It shows that
there is nothing but the world itself, naked, without ground or
transcendent governor. The withdrawal of being (qua ground) is “the
nothingness of being, the being of freedom”—that is, a free opening.[72]

This groundlessness frees a space, but with this space also appears a
forking path, and a choice: Do we take the road to nihilism or the road to
sense-making-world and world-making-sense—that is, emp�ness as
meaninglessness or emp�ness as opening?[73] This ques�on itself, Nancy
implies, opens the possibility of meaning and may undo nihilism. He
suggests that we might take the sense or meaning of the world—in its
nonsense or meaninglessness—as nothing other than the possibility of its
sense/meaning and of the immanence of value in the world itself in this
very sense. He tells us that this is the one value—“the value of the world as
such” and “of being-in-the-world as significance or as a resonance without
reason”—that capital fails to commodify without remainder.[74] Without
looking to an other transcendent world, the path opens us to an other
space that is “of place and of risk.”[75] It is the very exposure to finitude,
groundlessness—including death—that opens us to community. For it
exposes us beyond ourselves to others equally finite. Only on the basis of
our fundamental finitude—of always already being in, or in Nishidan terms
our implacement, which is always already shared—is the being of the
world opened up as our being with.[76] The “crea�on of the world” in this
sense, for Nancy, means the spacing of meaning and spacing as meaning,
whereby being is circulated in the with of being with one another.[77] In this
sense Nancy reverses Heidegger’s apparent priori�za�on of individual
authen�city over communality. He agrees with Heidegger that sense or
meaning cons�tutes the world’s existence. But Mitsein (co-being, being
with) ontologically precedes Dasein facing death in its singularity and not
the other way around.[78] In our co-being to and in the world, world is
structured as sense and sense is structured as world.[79] And in thus making
the world, we make sense (of the world as well as of death) by exposing
the absolute value that the world is by itself—that is, absolute value as the



being-with of all that is—the world as the spacing and intertwining of
many worlds, the meaning of which makes us we of the world.[80]

Freedom, according to Nancy, is that withdrawal of being,
groundlessness, in a “founding” that is nothing other than the exposure of
existence—as Heidegger put it, “exposure to the disclosedness of beings as
such.”[81] Freedom as the ungrounding of ground in the finitude of our
existence is a free spacing: “freedom offers itself as spacious and
spacing.”[82] It occurs in the withdrawing of being (qua ground) before
every singular being, a nothingness that provides the space for singulari�es
of being in their common finitude as opposed to a common substance that
would subsume them.[83] It is “the freedom that makes existence exist in
the open . . . and at the same �me produces the openness of the world
and its free spacing.”[84] As such freedom is at the heart of shared being,
ontological sharing, spacing the space of co-being.[85] Thereby the
withdrawal of being (absence of essence) and the intensifica�on of
nothingness (of essence, of ground) turns into an affirma�on of existence
as its own essence, or in-essence.[86]

Rather than possessing freedom, we discover freedom in our ex-
sistence that is our in-essence, perhaps not unlike how the absence of
svabhāva is what permits the co-origina�on of beings for the Mādhyamikas
and how its realiza�on—including the realiza�on of anātman—is necessary
for nirvāṇa.[87] Its spacing as such has no form; rather it gives room for
forms and forma�ons, singulari�es, of existence in their difference and
rela�ons.[88] Hence the end of sovereignty in the spacing of the world (i.e.,
of ecotechnics) itself means the empty place of sovereignty, where there is
no longer a transcendent referent or ground, no common essence of the
good.[89] But at the same �me that absence or withdrawal of ground is the
opening of freedom as a spacing: “existence as the sharing of being.”[90]

For existence, as we saw above for Nancy, is nothing other than
coexistence, it is never alone and nothing other than being, “exposed to
the outside, exteriority, mul�plicity, alterity, and change”—that is, exposed
as being to being.[91] Nancy states that freedom in this sense provides the
archi-originary ethos, the groundless ground of every ethics, without which
there would be neither Plato’s Good, nor Kant’s good will nor Marxian



revolu�on.[92] This seems to be the axis point for Nancy where
globaliza�on might turn to mondialisa�on, opening a free space for co-
being or Nishida’s world of worlds.

Nancy’s theory of jus�ce, like his understanding of freedom, is thus
also based on this no�on of the world revealed in its groundlessness as a
space for co-being with others. The world that is without any transcendent
norms or norma�ve grounds, the world in its emp�ness of principles,
grounds, ends—that is, the world as it is—nevertheless sets forth this one
law from within itself: it must be shared out.[93] As stated above, its
emp�ness is the space for its sharing. On this basis Nancy suggests the
world’s nomos to be “the distribu�on, appor�onment, and alloca�on of its
parts,” in each and every �me “as it is fi�ng.”[94] Beings are cons�tuted in
their singularity through this spacing, which they share as mutually other.
[95] Jus�ce means what is due to each unique singularity in its coexistence
with others. Jus�ce is thus to be rendered both to the “singular
absoluteness of the proper”—to the singular individual—and to the
“absolute impropriety of the community of existents”—the communal
space that is the property of no one.[96]

The line of difference that dis�nguishes each from all others is also
what connects them together. Jus�ce is to be rendered to that line—the
line of difference—in its indefinite intertwining that cons�tutes their
coexistence. Coexistence via this line of difference means that they are
sustained not by anything transcendent to them or grounding them nor by
their being one, but by “the nothing of the co- that is . . . the in-between or
the with of the being-together of singulari�es.”[97] Again, the nothing
provides the space for their mutuality, their difference and their
connec�on, and this is the space permi�ng the forming of the world, the
coexistence that makes the world. Jus�ce as such means opening to this
space for the coexistence of the different and the novel, altera�on and
alterity, and thereby forming the world in being and meaning. In opening
an ethos of cohabita�on to be worked for, jus�ce thus entails an ongoing
praxis.

Although ontologically we find ourselves always already implaced in
the open space of the world, sharing itself is never simply given.[98] We
must work for it, crea�ng and recrea�ng jus�ce and a world of jus�ce:



“The only task of jus�ce is thus to create a world �relessly, the space of an
unappeasable and always unse�led sovereignty of meaning.”[99] While we
are co-being in the world at each instant, the opening of its space must be
ongoing in an endless cons�tu�ng, decons�tu�ng, and recons�tu�ng,
whereby iden��es—the “we” of this co-being—are suspended and
(re)defined, reinvented again and again.[100] For Nancy this is the praxis of
the sense of the world—the project of crea�ng meaning and making sense
of the world—that the end of the world of sense opens up.[101] It involves
the shared endeavor of perpetual ques�oning and cri�que, working
against closure and stra�fica�on—opening the open—made possible by
realizing the “empty space of sovereignty,”[102] the revela�on of the world
as ungrounded, nonfounda�onal, nontranscendent, suspended on nothing,
that is, the world as ex nihilo. In this way Nancy’s ontology of opening the
world, far from promo�ng indifference and nihilism, entails an engaged
being-in-the-world, an ethics.

CONCLUSION

Nancy’s no�ons of mondialisa�on and the freeing of the world as the
space for difference, mul�plicity, and co-being indicate a direc�on in which
we might take Nishida’s concepts of the place of nothing and the dialec�c
of the world in our a�empt to apply them to our contemporary situa�on.
Nishida’s reference to coprosperity spheres—despite what the army
ideologues might have hoped for—assumes his no�on of a world of
worlds, which in turn is grounded in his theory of the dialec�cal world and
the place of absolute nothing. The grounding is an ungrounding undertow
that serves to perpetually displace, or undermine, the tendency toward
totalizing claims, whether essen�alism in metaphysics or totalitarianism in
poli�cs. As noted above, the dialec�c of self-nega�on translates into an
ethos of humility that is applicable in the field of world poli�cs as well as in
the contemporary situa�on of intercultural encounter. It calls for an
openness in the face of others and cau�on against dogma�sm. Such
openness is made possible in our recogni�on of the groundless ground—
the world’s desubstan�alizing matrix—that opens the space for planetary
coexistence. This is the source of—and place for—dis�nct ways of being



(and thinking) that would have to be assumed despite difference as the
wherein of their being-in-the-world. Its formlessness provides the space for
the co-being of truly different ways of being. On the micro scale, ci�es like
New York City or Toronto today, or ancient imperial Rome, where people of
diverse beliefs and ethnici�es cohabit at least for the most part peacefully;
situa�ons like Occupy Wall Street that brought an eclec�c mix of people of
diverse convic�ons together to ar�culate a common protest; and/or
ins�tu�ons like universi�es where people from diverse backgrounds work
together for common but fluid projects they agree upon, might be
examples—even if less than perfect—of such prac�ce. But with
globaliza�on, the point would have to be to realize that co-being in
difference on a global scale—what Nancy calls mondialisa�on and Nishida
the world of worlds. Faced with globaliza�on or eco-technics, both Nancy’s
senses of freedom and jus�ce and Nishida’s no�on of a world of worlds
and the humility its dialec�c implies would mean the appropria�on of the
world’s space unveiled in its ungrounded openness as a nothing. Its abyss
—emp�ness of substance or essence—signifies an originary space of
unlimited poten�al to be shared, permi�ng difference and crea�vity,
allowing for mul�ple possibili�es, and precluding totalizing closure.

Each thinker in formula�ng this no�on of an empty space refers to the
Greek concept of chōra. In Plato’s Timaeus, chōra served as the receptacle
for the in-forming of transcendent ideas that produce the genesis of the
cosmos. Nishida refers to it at the beginning of his 1926 essay, “Basho,” as
having inspired the concep�on of his no�on of “place.” But prior to Plato,
chōra in ordinary Greek also had the sense of the country or the environing
region. Nancy reminds us of how the produc�on of a city (polis), its
delimita�on from the surroundings, assumes the indeterminable chōra as
the possibility of places, where the founding of the city takes place. It is the
nothing upon or within which being is founded or existence is decided for.
And such poiesis of the city is also a praxis—a founding that takes place by
a free decision.[103] Thus for Nancy freedom implies the freedom of a free
space and a spacing for freedom, giving room for forms and forma�ons, or
in Nishida’s terms, a self-forming formlessness.[104]

And if that self-forma�on of the world necessitates the
copar�cipa�on of individuals as Nishida’s dialec�c suggests, the only



op�on would seem to be self-government of people. Cornelius Castoriadis
looked to the poli�cal self-organiza�on of the ancient Greeks (of the sixth
to the fourth centuries BCE) into the polis, especially that of Athens, as
providing a possible germ for an ideally autonomous—auto-nomos, that is,
“self-governing”—society constructed out of an indeterminate nothing
(“chaos” in Greek).[105] The world of worlds or mondialisa�on would imply
the realiza�on of such autonomy on a worldwide scale. Here we can
men�on Fred Dallmayr’s hope that globaliza�on, despite “the unchecked
sway of transna�onal capital around the world,” also promises
“‘globaliza�on from below’ . . . the a�empt to forge or build up the global
city through the interac�on of cultures and peoples around the world.”[106]

But autonomy in this sense, that is on a worldwide scale, necessitates a
recogni�on of that chora�c expanse wherein we all ex-sist. Spacing as such
entails humility in facing difference and alterity within the abyssal source
of crea�on. This space of the world that is chōra�c is the nihil of the ex
nihilo of the world’s crea�on—the forma�on of a world of worlds, a world
that makes sense—for which all of us, each in our own way, are
responsible. We are thus called to bear in mind the indefinite and
irreducible expanse of the nothing wherein we all are in coimplacement
amid mutual difference. Bearing this, we can work for the forma�on of a
world of worlds, a world that makes sense so that we might make sense of
the world.
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Chapter 8
A	Zen	Master	Meets	Contemporary
Feminism:	Reading	Dōgen	as	a

Resource	for	Feminist	Philosophy
Erin McCarthy
To view the work of a thirteenth-century male Zen master as a

resource for twenty-first century feminist philosophy may seem revisionist.
[1] However, I claim Dōgen’s philosophy is rich with insights upon which
contemporary feminist philosophy may draw, for the sake of pursuing a
variety of broadly feminist aims in today’s globalized world. Dōgen’s views
on the equality of men and women were not only radical for his �me but
for ours. What is more, his philosophy of prac�ce-enlightenment, his
no�on of body-mind, and his philosophy of nondualism can help us break
down gender barriers and patriarchy without reducing difference to
sameness. In par�cular, I wish to highlight the nondualism that resonates
between Dōgen and contemporary feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray.

A�er a brief discussion of how praxis is key to both feminism and
Buddhism, I will outline Dōgen’s views on gender equality and then discuss
how his work can inform and extend the nondualist frameworks
philosophers like Irigaray seek. I argue that when brought into dialogue
with the work of philosophers who have thought deeply about issues of
social injus�ce and oppression of women, Dōgen’s insights help advance
both Buddhism and contemporary feminism, specifically their ul�mate goal
of relieving suffering.

In drawing on Dōgen I have no inten�on of roman�cizing Buddhism
and other nondualist philosophies. There is no avoiding the centuries of
oppression of women, even in the Buddhist tradi�on. There are women
whose names have been le� off the lineage charts and whose work
remains invisible. Nor can it be denied that ques�ons about patriarchy in
Buddhism are s�ll silenced in many quarters. The compara�ve feminist
philosophy I pursue explores the ways in which nondualist philosophies in
feminism and Buddhism support and inform each other in developing a
new concept of self and ethics, one that provides a way to respect



differences—be it among genders, cultures, or religions—while respec�ng,
honoring, and realizing the deep interconnectedness of human beings.

PRAXIS

Buddhism and feminist philosophy share the view that theory is rooted in
praxis. Feminist philosophy is rooted in poli�cs; it works toward change
and is an unfinished project. As Simone de Beauvoir says in the Ethics of
Ambiguity, “Freedom will never be given; it will always have to be won.”[2]

As Beauvoir argues so persuasively the future is always open, so any theory
needs to be not only proposed and reflected upon but also prac�ced so as
to realize its ideals. Theorizing about future possibili�es is not enough. Nor
are theory and prac�ce separate ac�vi�es. Building on this view, the
philosophy I engage in here seeks to characterize a way of living, one that
is to be cul�vated and refined through embodied experience—experience
that is not easily classified as mental or physical, spiritual or corporeal,
cogni�ve or noncogni�ve, psychic or soma�c.

In Dōgen, we find a similar commitment to prac�ce. He writes at
length about prac�ce-enlightenment, and by this does not mean simply
si�ng on a medita�on cushion. Rather, he demands a con�nuous living of
the Dharma. In the Shushōgi, a dis�lla�on of Dōgen’s main teachings
aimed mostly at a lay audience, for example, there is no men�on of zazen,
or seated medita�on.[3] Instead, one is instructed to “speak with a feeling
of tenderness toward living beings,”[4] and “devise good ways of benefi�ng
living beings, whether noble or humble.”[5] Si�ng on the cushion is not
enough; reading is not enough; talking is not enough; mindful reflec�on is
not enough. Rather, Buddhism, like feminism, exhorts us to act in the
world. As Japanese philosopher Yuasa Yasuo puts it, “there is no separa�on
here between cogni�on and prac�ce,” and the theore�cal is not
dis�nguished from the prac�cal. It is this emphasis on actuality that
characterizes the Buddhist approach to cogni�on.[6] In other words,
intellectual knowledge is always only par�al; true understanding requires
that knowledge be embodied, and cul�vated through ac�on.

DO� GEN ON EQUALITY AND WOMEN IN BUDDHISM



In addi�on to the stress on praxis, Zen and feminism also share a
commitment to gender equality. By gender equality I mean one’s ability to
direct one’s life regardless of one’s embodiment as either male or female
(or anywhere in between, for that ma�er). Equality, however, is not the
sole concern for the kind of feminist philosophy I engage in here, for I do
not, as I have argued elsewhere, wish difference to be subsumed or erased
by equality. We are each born in a par�cularly sexed body and this
determines our experience to certain degrees, and this should be noted,
and appreciated, not ignored. Problems arise, however, when society and
culture make assump�ons about our abili�es based on whether we are in a
male or female body. Here, I am working toward a feminism that allows for
difference—women, for example, should be able to establish their own
subjec�vity, which is not defined simply as that which is “not man” or
defined in opposi�on to man—but at the same �me ensures that all
genders have the freedom with which to direct their lives.[7]

In Zen Buddhism, enlightenment is meant to be equally open to men
and women, for the Buddha taught that both men and women are capable
of enlightenment; indeed, the Buddha said that the enlightened mind is
beyond gender.[8] In the fascicle Bendōwa or “On the Endeavor of the
Way,” from the Shōbōgenzō, Dōgen says that everyone, regardless of
gender or class, is equal.[9] As Paula Arai succinctly puts it, “Dōgen had one
of the lucid voices that sounded the philosophical and prac�cal truth of the
equality of female and male prac��oners amid the cacophony of
doubters.”[10]

This is also stressed in the fascicle Raihaitokuzui or “Receiving the
Marrow by Bowing,” Dōgen’s lengthiest and most detailed wri�ng on
women. At first glance the fascicle appears to be about the difficulty of
finding a teacher as a guide. But even by the second line, Dōgen writes:
“The guiding teacher should be a strong person, regardless of being a male
or female. The teacher should be a person of thusness, with excellent
knowledge and wild fox [i.e., transforma�ve] spirit, whether living in the
past or present. This is the face [i.e., essence] of a�aining the marrow, the
guiding virtue.”[11] This sentence echoes what we saw in Bendōwa. Dōgen
focuses on the teacher’s merits rather than on his or her gender. Upon
mee�ng such a person, Dōgen exhorts us to follow the teacher—male or



female—and prac�ce with our en�re being, surrendering the self to the
Dharma. He stresses that what ma�ers is not who or what the teacher is,
only their true understanding of the Buddha way.

Moreover, in contrast to the “Eight Garudhammas”—the special set of
rules that, tradi�on tells us, the Buddha put in place when he established
the female monas�c order—which says that when monks and nuns are
together, monks are always above nuns, Dōgen writes: “If you encounter
someone who maintains the great dharma, having received the
acknowledgment—‘You have a�ained my marrow’—whether the person is
a pillar or a lantern, a buddha, wild fox, demon, man or woman, you should
keep your body and mind on the zazen seat and a�end to the person even
for immeasurable eons.”[12] According to Dōgen, anyone who clings blindly
to rules and regula�ons—even those a�ributed to the Buddha—does not
truly understand the Buddha way. He even admonishes them, calling them
“foolish people [who] have neither seen nor heard the buddha way.”[13] In
defiance of the no�on that the most junior monk is senior to the most
senior nun, he says: “It is an excellent custom of study that when a nun has
a�ained the way, a�ained dharma, and started to teach, monks who seek
dharma and study join her assembly, bow to her, and ask about the way. It
is just like finding water at the �me of thirst.”[14] As Grace Schireson
explains, Dōgen “preached that if monks experienced enlightenment on
the medita�on cushion without examining their own sexist views, they
limited and hindered their boundless realiza�on with self-serving, ignorant
prejudice and supers��on.”[15] In fact, Dōgen’s posi�on on objec�fying
women is even stronger than Schireson claims. As he writes: “Those who
are extremely stupid think that women are merely the objects of sexual
desire and treat women in this way. The Buddha’s children should not be
like this.”[16]

With regard to the prac�ce of keeping women out of temples, Dōgen
writes: “This custom is some�mes advocated as the avatar’s establishment
or the ancient sage’s style, without being challenged. If we laughed about
it, our stomachs would be exhausted.”[17] And yet, Miriam Levering points
out, “the sec�on of the sermon that includes Dōgen’s a�ack on the
prac�ce of forbidding women from entering certain temples seems not to
have been included in the version of the Shōbōgenzō that circulated before



the eighteenth century; it was found at Eiheiji in the Secret
Shōbōgenzō.”[18] Perhaps Dōgen’s followers had reasons for not wan�ng to
distance their struggling movement so radically from established sects, but
it is troubling that this fascicle was not only kept secret but also does not
appear even today in many of the collec�ons of Dōgen’s wri�ngs.

Dōgen also recounts stories that illustrate how women are equally
capable of being Dharma teachers. He speaks of Linji’s student Zhixian
who, a�er losing a dharma-ba�le to the nun Moshan, came to recognize
her wisdom and enlightenment, to the extent that he became her student
and later credited her with half of what he had learned. Dōgen tell us that
Zhixian said: “I received half a ladle [of gruel] at Old Man Linji’s and
another half at Old Woman Moshan’s. So I had a full ladle and have been
sa�sfied up to this moment.”[19] As Levering explains:

Dōgen knew that in Ch’an there were women Dharma-heirs. . . .
Dōgen’s comment [about Zhixian receiving half his teaching from Linji
and half from Moshan] might be seen as a slight opening in the
direc�on of a more complex applica�on of the metaphor of family to
the Ch’an/Zen situa�on. If Dōgen’s statement had even been
construed as a genealogical possibility, the lineage chart of Chih-
hsien’s descendants would be more complex, for those descendants
would have a grandfather and a grandmother.[20]

Here, we might even interpret Dōgen as implying that both “male”
and “female” teachings are necessary for full understanding of the
Dharma, for Zhixian’s teaching was not completed un�l he encountered
Moshan. So, far from seeking to erase or cover over the female line
extending from Moshan to Zhixian, the fact that Dōgen suggests adding
Moshan Liaojan to the lineage, during a �me of widespread and well-
established patriarchy in Japan and in Zen, reveals a deep commitment to
equality. This line of thought is, in fact, radical even today. Although
women’s lineage charts are beginning to emerge, they are the excep�on,
rather than the rule, for Zen is s�ll largely “Patriarch Zen.”

Dōgen even encourages laypeople to ridicule those who cannot
conceive of a female teacher, once again admonishing those who blindly
cling to the “Eight Garudhammas”: “Those who are drowned in the body



and mind of villagers are o�en so stubborn that even laypeople may
ridicule them. It is not worth men�oning in buddha dharma. Some refuse
to bow to female teachers who have received dharma transmission.
Because these people lack knowledge and study, they are close to animals
and far from buddha ancestors.”[21] Ci�ng examples of nuns in Great Song
China who are not treated any differently from monks when they a�ain the
Dharma and once again unequivocally expressing that we should view
women and men equally, Dōgen states: “One who has a�ained dharma is a
true authen�c buddha and should not be regarded as the same as before.
When we see the person, someone who is new and extraordinary sees us.
When we see the person, today sees today.”[22] Interes�ngly, here Dōgen
implies that one’s gender is not maintained postenlightenment, but rather
“drops off” along with body-mind when enlightenment is a�ained. This
goes against the grain of the ins�tu�onalized patriarchy of Zen in his �me
—specifically the tradi�onal Buddhist view that women transform into
men before a�aining enlightenment.

For further insight into Dōgen’s radical departure from tradi�on
consider how he interprets the story of the Dragon King’s daughter in the
Lotus Sutra—a story that encapsulates the general view of women in
Buddhism dominant in Dōgen’s �me. The daughter of the Dragon King is
eight years old and, as the bodhisa�va Mañjuśri explains within the sutra:

Her wisdom has keen roots and she is good at understanding the root
ac�vi�es and deeds of living beings. She has mastered the dharanis,
has been able to accept and embrace all the storehouse of profound
secrets preached by the Buddhas, has entered deep into medita�on,
thoroughly grasped the doctrines, and in the space of an instant
conceived the desire for Bodhi and reached the level of no regression.
[23]

In short, she is ready to become a bodhisa�va. As she herself says,
having heard the Buddha’s teachings: “I have a�ained Bodhi—the Buddha
alone can bear witness to this. I unfold the doctrines of the Great Vehicle
to rescue living beings from suffering.”[24]

At this point, Śāriputra steps in and objects—giving us a snapshot of
how women are tradi�onally viewed in Buddhism:



You suppose that in this short �me you have been able to a�ain the
unsurpassed way. But this is difficult to believe. Why? Because a
woman’s body is soiled and defiled, not a vessel for the Law. How
could you a�ain the unsurpassed Bodhi? The road to Buddhahood is
long and far-stretching. Only a�er one has spent immeasurable kalpas
pursuing austeri�es, accumula�ng deeds, prac�cing all kinds of
paramitas, can one finally achieve success. Moreover, a woman is
subject to the five obstacles. First, she cannot become a Brahma
heavenly king. Second, she cannot become the king Shakra. Third, she
cannot become a devil king. Fourth, she cannot become a Buddha.
How then, could a woman like you be able to a�ain Buddhahood so
quickly?[25]

Following this, the dragon girl gives the Buddha a precious jewel,
which he immediately accepts; then everyone assembled watches “the
dragon girl in the space of an instant change into a man and carry out all
the prac�ces of a bodhisa�va.”[26] Dōgen, again, seems far ahead of his
�me in what he chooses to focus on in his commentary—in the reference
to the Lotus Sutra in Raihaitokuzui, he writes: “Even seven-year-old [sic]
girls who prac�ce buddha dharma and express buddha dharma are guiding
teachers of the four types of disciples [monks, nuns, laymen, and
laywomen]; they are compassionate parents of sen�ent beings. They are
like dragon princesses who have a�ained buddhahood. You should make
an offering and respect them just as you respect buddha tathagatas.”[27]

Paula Arai notes that in Dōgen’s commentary he “never wrote that women
had to become men to be enlightened, although this was a common
no�on during his �me.” Nor did he cri�cize the Lotus Sutra. Rather, Dōgen
focuses on the fact that an eight-year-old girl can be a teacher to a one-
hundred-year-old monk.[28]

In summary then, Dōgen’s direct teachings on gender equality—one’s
ability to a�ain enlightenment regardless of one’s embodiment as a
par�cular sexed being—challenge the deeply seated patriarchal norms of
both Kamakura Japan and the Patriarch Zen of the �me.[29] Miriam
Levering asks: “Should we be surprised that one whose mind dwelt on (or
in) non-duality would discuss the implica�ons of this non-dualism for



eradica�ng a highly dualis�c and unproduc�ve way of construc�ng one’s
world that he could see everywhere around him in the prevailing gender
construc�on?”[30] Perhaps we ought not to be, and yet many of us are
surprised by Dōgen’s radical view, for women are s�ll, over seven hundred
years later, figh�ng for equality.

For feminists of difference however, ques�ons about equality can be
vexed if equality covers over difference. Does such a view as that espoused
by Dōgen mean that all difference gets erased under the banner of
equality? Does it imply that we can skip over the really hard, messy, ni�y-
gri�y work that needs to be done to address the injus�ce towards and
oppression of women, and go straight to equality? Do his statements about
dropping off of body-mind imply that we ought to skip over establishing
female subjec�vity and any discussion of gender itself and how it is
embodied? Is Dōgen saying that we women should be “just like men,”
which would leave no space for a philosophy of gender difference such as
that proposed by philosophers like Luce Irigaray? I argue that this is not the
case, for Dōgen’s no�on of equality is rooted in two Buddhist concepts that
in fact support a philosophy of gender equality that does not erase
difference. These two no�ons are: nondualism and emp�ness.

NONDUALITY IN DO� GEN AND IRIGARAY

Dōgen’s commitment to gender equality and teachings on women come
a�er centuries of Mahāyāna Buddhist teachings that portray women
largely as either temptresses or mothers.[31] As Diana Paul’s study on
images of women in the Mahāyāna tradi�on reveals, there are two basic
themes about women in the Mahāyāna canon. First, the “feminine is
mysterious, sensual, destruc�ve, elusive and closer to nature. Associa�on
with this nether world may be pollu�ng and deadly for the male and
therefore must be suppressed, controlled and conquered by the male in
the name of culture, society, and religion.” Second, “the feminine is wise,
maternal, crea�ve, gentle, and compassionate. . . . Sexuality may be either
controlled or denied in the feminine as sacred. In the role of nun or virgin,
sexuality may be transcended as irrelevant to fulfilling human poten�al. In
the role of mother, sexuality is usually viewed as in a controlled state, a
state of equilibrium.”[32] Even stories in which women keep their embodied



form when they became enlightened get discounted in the Mahāyāna
literature—it is said that they can do this provided they change into males
psychologically. A woman, Paul explains, “could free herself from her sexual
nature without postponing her becoming a Bodhisa�va un�l rebirth as a
man.” She could do this if she was able to mentally become a man in this
life�me and thus, no longer a vic�m of her female embodiment.[33]

However, conceding that women are able to maintain a female body is
reflected in sexist a�tudes and assump�ons, for “the male symbol is s�ll
ranked higher than the female, and women have to exert more effort to
overcome their physical needs.”[34] It seems to me that it is just this sort of
misogyny that Dōgen is challenging in Raihaitokuzui, when he insists on the
equality of women and men and implies that the preoccupa�on with
becoming male in any sense is a delusion brought on by ignorance.

The dualism between male and female at play in early Mahāyāna
Buddhism in fact mirrors that of Western philosophy, “impu�ng sensuality,
and ignorance to the feminine as opposed to medita�on and wisdom to
the masculine.”[35] It seems odd to find the contrast of the ra�onal or wise
male and the sensuous, unwise female so prevalent in a tradi�on of
thought that stresses nondualism, yet even in Buddhism, we see that
women were viewed as being controlled and corrupted by their bodies,
and thus kept from knowledge and wisdom.

Like Dōgen, Irigaray, as I have argued elsewhere,[36] cri�cizes this split
of body and mind: “Separa�ng body and spirit, he [i.e., the symbolic
patriarch] has valorized the one, as the result of a disincarnated speech,
making of the other a vehicle, necessary but cumbersome, during
existence said to be earthly.”[37] In the Western tradi�on by and large, the
body (and more specifically, the female body) is only a necessary evil, and
the cul�va�on of any rela�onship between body and spirit, par�cularly the
female body and spirit, is rare indeed. Levering points out that despite the
fact that as “in the case of the God of Western theology, sophis�cated
Buddhists knew that Buddhas were in some sense beyond gender. . . . [but]
they said repeatedly that a male body presented him best to the human
imagina�on.”[38] So, even in a tradi�on that takes enlightenment to be
beyond gender, images of the Buddha were, and con�nue to be, largely
male. Wri�ng about the ways in which the patriarchal structure of society



and logic tries to control the feminine, Irigaray writes: “She brings together
within herself the opposites: both mother of god(s) and whore, for
example. But the poles between which he tears her apart frustrate his won
a�rac�on and interrupt her becoming. It is no longer her—or Her—that he
desires but representa�ons that he has forged to enclose her in his
world.”[39] The dualisms, in other words, keep women from having their
own subjec�vity—a key step to go through before one can cast off body-
mind.

In Sexes and Genealogies, Irigaray maintains that a proper
understanding of the feminine “consists in the systema�c nonsplit of
nature and spirit, in the touching together of these two universals.”[40] In
other words, Irigaray sees the need for a philosophical recogni�on of mind
(spirit) and body (nature) as integrated in the female subject so as to make
ques�ons of the body, and thus of women, a part of philosophical
reflec�on. She argues that this recogni�on has yet to be achieved in
Western philosophy and challenges those working in that tradi�on to
imagine a concept of self that is not bound by patriarchal frameworks; that
is, one that is nonbinary, built not on opposi�on but rather on openness to
the other and in a process of con�nual becoming, and yet one that all the
while acknowledges and retains difference.[41] Irigaray aims to reveal a
truly different subject (woman) who has been le� out of the tradi�on and
bring her into the philosophical (and poli�cal) dialogue. Western
philosophy, Irigaray argues, encourages the con�nual forge�ng and
repressing of the body—that which is at the very root of any being coming
into the world—par�cularly the female body, which gives birth to any and
all of the bodies in the world. Such an a�tude of forge�ng, Irigaray
argues, “cuts the head from the living body and transforms it into a
repe��ve, mime�c mechanism.”[42] The female body, on the dualis�c view,
simply becomes a reproducing machine.

Nondualism, being rooted in emp�ness, can serve to address this
forge�ng of both the female subject and the body. However, feminist
philosophers are o�en suspicious of or downright cri�cal of what they
understand nondualism to entail. Their fear is that nondualism means that
difference is annihilated, and thus invoking nondualism is just one more
example of patriarchy co-op�ng a concept for its own devices; namely, the



oppression of women. It is this idea—that nondualism entails
nondifference and that this in turn sustains patriarchy—that lies behind
the concern many feminist philosophers have with this term. In fact, when
asked if nondualis�c frameworks might serve as a possible response to her
cri�cisms of dualism, Irigaray is cri�cal of the very term, claiming that
“overcoming the subject-object categories is not suitable,”[43] and that “the
subject-other rela�onship has to remain poten�ally dualis�c in all its
modali�es.”[44] These responses express a legi�mate concern that if
differences were merely ignored, or covered over, one subject would be
subsumed by the other and denied its own dis�nc�ve subjec�vity.
However, I claim that the kind of nondualism found in Dōgen is not the sort
of nondualism Irigaray and other feminist philosophers quite rightly resist.
On the contrary, his is precisely the sort of nondualism that can provide a
workable framework to respond to feminist concerns about Western
no�ons of the self and ethics.

Nondualism rejects sharp dis�nc�ons between body and mind, self
and other, and subject and object. In each case, it is a ma�er of a
“both/and” rather than an “either/or” rela�on. In “The Language of Man,”
Irigaray challenges opposi�onal dualisms, what she refers to as
“binarisms,” and the ways in which they either erase the female subject in
a false universalism or make her simply into not-man, a lack, or a
placeholder for man’s own subjec�vity:

References of a single agent-subject, affected by its own ac�vity,
ac�ve producer and passive recipient of the energy it would always
already have appropriated for itself in a coming-and-going between
the outside and its own inside that would make it turn in a circle:
transfer that would no longer have its beginning, nor its end, in some
other? Woman would not appear there, or at best would only be
signified as not-man, with no specificity except a nega�ve one, with
no difference except an apore�c one, a pole, a center, of lack that
would have to try to raise itself to the only valid human-or divine-
standard. The no�ons man/woman only form, strictly speaking, one
no�on, s�ll hierarchically dichotomized, with regard to such a logic.[45]



Nondualism, rather than crea�ng one standard—that is, rather than
crea�ng a hierarchy that subsumes one gender and silences its voice—
allows for difference to be retained even as it is transcended. Nondualism
can thwart the very binarism that Irigaray cri�ques. In a nondualist view,
self, for example, is cons�tuted by both mind and body—ma�er and form
at the same �me—yet neither is more important nor more fundamental
than the other. There is no hierarchy. The pair man/woman can now be
viewed as related in mul�ple ways and need not be hierarchically
dichotomized.

The problem with dualis�c frameworks, Irigaray points out, is that
they are both hierarchical and totalizing; they leave no room for change or
rela�on with the other. Whereas nondualis�c frameworks, I maintain,
allow for a communion with the other that does not mean a mutual
appropria�on or subsump�on and, moreover, includes con�nual
becoming. This is at the root, I believe, of both Dōgen’s vision of equality
and Irigaray’s. Their cri�ques of misogyny and patriarchy imply that gender
should not be instan�ated as something hierarchical and totalizing, and
yet, as we will see below, this does not mean that gender needs to be
erased.

Irigaray’s no�on of the “in-between” is a nondualist no�on of the very
sort that we find in Dōgen—and in contemporary Japanese thinkers whose
work Dōgen inspired, such as Watsuji Tetsurō and Yuasa Yasuo—yet one
that has significant feminist implica�ons so far le� unconsidered. In the
introduc�on to The Way of Love, Irigaray discusses the place that arises
when two people really do come together in genuine rela�on, or
betweenness:

The cons�tu�on of such a place, always becoming, calls for a rela�on
between subjec�ve and objec�ve where the one could never assume
nor integrate the other because the one and the other are two, and
turn round for each subject in the passage from the subjec�ve to the
objec�ve, from the objec�ve to the subjec�ve. What henceforth
represents the absolute to be a�ained is the perfec�on of the rela�on
—never accomplished.[46]



In the rela�on that Irigaray imagines, one subject does not surrender
her subjec�vity to the other. Rather, there is reciprocity, a dynamic
movement of give and take where each subject moves from the subjec�ve
to the objec�ve and back again. However, there is also a place of rela�on
that remains open and never perfected or completed, thus never
subjuga�ng one to the other or denying either its own subjec�vity. This
movement reflects the dynamic nature of the emp�ness that figures
prominently in Dōgen’s philosophy, for emp�ness is also related to the
Buddhist idea of impermanence and flux.

EMPTINESS IN DO� GEN AND IRIGARAY

In Buddhism, emp�ness or śūnyatā is not a void that needs to be filled, but
rather it is the ground for all being and beings. Even emp�ness itself is not
something permanent, for it too is devoid of unchanging characteris�cs.
Whereas a dualis�c system is hierarchical and fixed, the flux and
impermanence inherent in Dōgen’s nondualism disallows such a fixed
hierarchy and hence limits subjuga�on or domina�on. This nondualist
place of rela�on, the becoming of the self, is therefore never sta�c, never
completed, because, according to the doctrine of “no-self” (Sk. anātman,
Jp. muga) there is no eternal, independently exis�ng self or gender. And
yet, each individual is a unique combina�on of the five skhandas or
aggregates and as such, the embodied form of the par�cular combina�on
of aggregates ma�ers.

In “Manifesta�on of Great Prajna” (Maka hannya haramitsu), a
commentary on the Heart Sutra and a teaching on the concept of śūnyatā
or emp�ness, Dōgen quotes his master Rujing:

The en�re body is a mouth [wind-bell] hanging in empty space,
regardless of the wind from the east, west, south or north,
joining the whole universe in chiming out prajna.
Ting-�ng, �ng-�ng, �ng-�ng.
This is an authen�c heir of Buddha ancestors speaking prajna. The en�re body is prajna. The
en�re other is prajna. The en�re self is prajna. The en�re east, west, south, and north is prajna.
[47]

This prajñā or wisdom that Dōgen urges us to discover through
prac�ce, is, in fact nothing other than emp�ness or śūnyatā. But śūnyatā



does not mean that there is purely a void. Nor does it imply a sta�c
monism. Rather, in emp�ness, everything is there in its dis�nc�ve
radiance. Each individual thing—be it a person, a rock, a tree, a mountain,
or a blade of grass—appears in its absolute uniqueness: the body (male or
female), the other, the self. And yet, prajñā as emp�ness teaches us that
these things are at the same �me empty of independent existence, and so,
as the Zen saying goes, are “not one, not two.” Duality is a delusion; duality
is empty because everything is interconnected. As Leah Kalmanson
explains:

Because no being exists independently, all are said to rely on one
another in a web of mutual interdependence, or what Buddhism calls
dependent arising. The self, also lacking independent existence, is
called no-self. Again, this does not mean that the self is simplis�cally
non-existent, but that its manner of exis�ng cannot be separated from
the web of mutually interdependent rela�ons that sustain it.[48]

Take the bell in Rujing’s poem, for example. Integral, perhaps even
fundamental to the form of the bell is its emp�ness—with no emp�ness
the bell does not ring: its form, following the both/and logic of the Heart
Sutra, we might say, is emp�ness and its emp�ness, form, in the resonance
of its “�ng-�ng.” It is the interdependence of emp�ness and form that
allows the bell to be in its unique suchness.

Another way of conceptualizing nondualism is the ensō. The ensō, a
circle that is never closed, figures largely in Zen Buddhism. It represents a
completeness that “implies the inclusion of the perfect and imperfect
which points to the neverending task of becoming.”[49] In classical
Chan/Zen, the ensō appears as the eighth ox herding picture: represen�ng
the nonduality of self and enlightenment, self and other (self and ox), and
the fact that all reside in emp�ness. However, as the succeeding ninth and
tenth ox-herding pictures show us, we do not stop there on a journey
towards wisdom. Rather, we emerge in the world again—but transformed,
now able to see the emp�ness, flux, and interdependence of each of those
very same things that previously, in our ignorance, we saw as
independently exis�ng permanent en��es. As Dōgen puts it:



To study the way of enlightenment is to study the self. To study the
self is to forget the self. To forget the self is to be actualized by the
myriad things. When actualized by myriad things, your body and mind
as well as the bodies and minds of others drop away. No trace of
enlightenment remains, and this no-trace con�nues endlessly.[50]

It is in studying the self that we discover the self is empty and that
“the five skhandas are just the five skhandas,” so we can “forget” it; that is,
we can detach from the suffering that is caused by believing that self—or
gender—is something permanent and unchanging or ever completed. On
such a view, patriarchy and what it tries to make permanent is, as Dōgen
says, laughable. In forge�ng the self we are then opened up to
interdependence with the myriad things in the universe and can enter into
genuine rela�on with others—without hierarchy and without oppression,
for we no longer see the other in opposi�onal terms, but in interrela�on,
in interdependence. This wisdom allows us to be in the world and see
everything nondualis�cally; that is, in its suchness, rooted in emp�ness and
interdependence.

Irigaray argues that most of Western philosophy has been based on
and rooted in a dualis�c system that ignores such interdependence
between subjects and that has ac�vely ignored the possibility of the
existence of more than one subject. As a result, this system has not taken
the female subject into account in its theories. The philosophical world
that claims to be neutral or universal—in the sense of being stripped of its
iden�fica�on with any gender (the oneness Irigaray is suspicious of in
nondualism)—has in fact, she maintains, been man’s alone.[51] If woman is
always the other—that is, on the devalued side of the binary opposi�on,
subsumed by the supposedly neutral male subject, and defined only as
that which is not male—then she has no subjec�vity of her own. In her
cri�que of the “phallogocentrism” of language, Irigaray imagines a
different, nondichotomous language inclusive of women’s subjec�vity: “A
speech (dire) where infinity would be physically and really at work in the
dynamic of flows, where it would no longer represent the risk of an aporia
to be enclosed in some kind of ideal reality, but a power whose energy can
never be shut up, enclosed, in one act: the poten�al and the actual



engendering each other there, reciprocally, endlessly.”[52] Nondualis�c
models, such as the ensō, for example, provide a philosophical framework
in which the female subject can enter into genuine rela�on, via a language
that does not result in her losing her subjec�vity. Through the lens of
nondualism we see that, first of all, woman is no longer on the devalued
side of the dualism; rather, each individual involved is weighted equally, as
there is no hierarchy. It would no longer be possible for power to be held
by one gender only, because nondualism calls for acknowledging and
ac�ng in awareness of con�nual becoming.

Calling for a revolu�on in thought (and in ethics) Irigaray exhorts us to
leave behind the tyranny of dualism:

We need to reinterpret everything concerning the rela�ons between
the subject and discourse, the subject and the world, the subject and
the cosmic, the microcosmic and the macrocosmic. Everything,
beginning with the way in which the subject has always been wri�en
in the masculine form, as man, even when it claimed to be universal
or neutral.[53]

In short, nondualism provides a framework for doing just what Irigaray
wants us to do. As Jean Byrne de�ly explains it:

A�er the experience of non-duality, the rela�onship between subject
and object is non-opposi�onal and the subject-object rela�onship is
informed by a knowingness of the oneness (or interrela�on) of
subject and object. Thus, ra�onality and epistemology a�er this
experience do not remain entrenched in the duality of a hierarchical
subject and object (in which one side of the binary is aggrandized). . . .
The subject-object rela�onship would then be ‘held lightly’. By this I
mean that the recogni�on of our separateness would be informed by
an awareness or knowingness of our interconnectedness. . . . Thus,
the rela�ons between men and women might then be characterized
by rela�onality, rather than hierarchy.[54]

Byrne here evokes the kind of emp�ness we find in Dōgen’s Zen—one
which holds the possibility of the subject. Emp�ness is what makes the



subject-object rela�on, or be�er, the intersubjec�ve rela�on—for now we
must see each subject in its par�cularity without having to close off its
becoming—into the between that Irigaray seeks. Thus, there is s�ll room
on this view for difference, but not a difference fixed for all �me, because,
as Dōgen writes, “All things are aspects of emp�ness”[55] and thus all
things are in flux.

Both Irigaray and Dōgen also invoke nondualism in the way they call
us to rethink our usual understanding of the corporeal. Irigaray introduces
the idea of the skin or mucous membrane to challenge corporeal
boundaries and give us a different way of thinking about connec�ons
between oneself and the other from a nondualis�c perspec�ve. A�acking
binary frameworks that focus on iden�ty as sameness and foregrounding
that sameness is a reflec�on not just of the subject but of the male
subject, Irigaray contrasts the no�on of the mirror with mucosity. The
mirror, she argues separates and cons�tutes a screen between self and
other; it serves to create a sta�c image, a reflec�on of whoever looks into
it. In Speculum, this is made clear, for the male subject,

in order to assert his own subjec�vity . . . must forever distance
himself from a feminine and corporeal reality, through a process of
deliberate miscogni�on. Thus, ‘mother-ma�er’ must only be
“apprehended by her mirage, not by her dazzling radiance,” in other
words, by an image of sameness rather than one of difference: an
image that unproblema�cally mirrors masculine iden�ty.[56]

And in Sexes and Genealogies, she comments, “In a way quite
different from the mucous membranes or the skin that serve, as we have
seen, as living, porous, fluid media to achieve communion as well as
difference, the mirror is a frozen—and polemical—weapon to keep us
apart.”[57] Binary, polemical frameworks, those which separate body and
mind, male and female, serve to keep us looking outward at the world for
sameness, for images that reflect our worldview; for images that reflect
ourselves. In addi�on, Irigaray argues, on the Western philosophical model,
regardless of who is looking in the mirror, the self that is both sought and
reflected is that of the male subject. We also saw this in Paul’s cri�que of
the predominantly male images of the Buddha. The mirror is passive



reflec�on, while the mucous membrane, which is porous, allows for
interac�on, for rela�onality, for coming together. However, she writes,
“Instead of promo�ng forms conceived by two different subjec�vi�es, the
logos has been cons�tuted star�ng from forms conceived by one alone,
one who has, furthermore, all alone ensured their linking together. In order
that they last, such forms need to be mental, kinds of representa�ons
coded by man, whose memory will be guaranteed in a cryptographic
way.”[58] This logos has no room for the female subject, no room for a body
that knows, and no room for rela�onality based on a between in which
neither side is devoured by the other.

Dōgen too has an idea of body beyond the limits of flesh and bone.
“The en�re world of the ten direc�ons is nothing but the true human
body,”[59] he writes, and later states that the body “is not in the realm of
the measurable,” and “the true human body covers the whole universe and
extends throughout all �me. It is not that the true human body is
unlimited; the true human body is just the true human body. At this
moment it is you, at this moment it is I, that is the true human body, the
en�re world of the ten direc�ons.”[60] This expansiveness of body—which
goes beyond fleshy boundaries, I believe—gives us another way of
conceptualizing sel�ood in a nondualis�c fashion, one that is useful for
working through Irigaray’s idea of the mucous membrane or skin as
providing a way of achieving communion or betweenness.

The striking similari�es between Dōgen and the feminist tradi�ons I
have invoked here are rooted in the fact that both urge an understanding
of the self from a nondualis�c perspec�ve, which, I maintain, is both more
accurate to our lived experience than tradi�onal models of the self and,
moreover, contributes to the realiza�on of certain ideals of ethical
rela�ons among people.

CONNECTIONS, IMPLICATIONS, QUESTIONS, 
AND CONCLUSIONS

Reading Dōgen in light of contemporary feminist philosophy could help
advance both Buddhism and feminism. First, doing so provides a resource
from within the Zen tradi�on for addressing sexism and gender issues in



North American Zen. In academic as well as prac��oner circles, people are
less and less inclined to put up with the patriarchal prac�ces of
ins�tu�onalized Zen, which oppress women both physically and
psychically. A growing number of recent books all call for the stories of
prac�cing women Buddhists—historical and contemporary—to be told.
These include works intended for a popular audience such as Grace
Schireson’s Zen Women, Eido Frances Carney’s collec�on of work on Dōgen
by female Zen priests Receiving the Marrow, and Florence Caplow’s and
Susan Moon’s Hidden Lamp, as well as more scholarly works such as Paula
Arai’s Bringing Zen Home, Barbara Ruch’s compendium Engendering Faith,
not to men�on the groundbreaking work on Buddhism and women across
tradi�ons done by Sandy Boucher, Rita Gross, Anne Klein, Miriam Levering,
and Diana Paul. Unfortunately, many of these are stories of women being
shut down as soon as they a�empt to reflect their embodiment as women
in their prac�ce. Reading Dōgen in light of feminism gives us resources
within the tradi�on to create space for women prac�cing as women in
female bodies. “Holding gender lightly,” as Byrne puts it, allows a space for
difference that does not threaten the tradi�on. Rather, it is, it seems to me,
more true to the tradi�on—par�cularly the Buddhist doctrines of
impermanence and interdependence. Such an approach opens the
tradi�on to broader interpreta�ons and increased relevance, respec�ng its
con�nual flux while maintaining the interconnectedness and at the same
�me, the par�cularity of all beings that prac�ce in it.

Second, nondualism provides a conceptual framework for thinking
about sel�ood and gender outside of harmful binary systems that oppress.
Again, the Mahāyāna concept of emp�ness does not necessarily lead to a
covering over of difference as just another reinstan�a�on of patriarchy.
Infusing the nondualism found in Dōgen with feminist philosophy frees us
from harmful gender stereotyping by harnessing the powerful
interconnectedness that underlies humanity, while s�ll acknowledging that
each individual’s experience and body is unique—and that the par�cularity
of that body ma�ers in the day to day living out of our lives. What is found
to be “empty” is the dualism found in sexism and patriarchy; that is, the
binary, fixed, harmful sense of iden�ty that gets solidified has, on this view,
literally nothing to stand on.



And finally, the compara�ve feminist philosophical method that I have
followed here helps us to learn from Dōgen and apply his insights in a
contemporary se�ng. Rather than seeing him simply as a venerable Zen
master of the thirteenth century, we find that Dōgen’s ideas are alive and,
where appreciated, transforma�ve.
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