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PREEA.C:E

InMarchl995,justa丘ertheAumShinriky60rganizationstagedits

sarinnervegasattackontheTbkyosubways,Ireceivednumcrous

requestsfbrcommentsontheincident.Atthattime,almostallofthe

journalistswhocontactcdmeconfided,inanswertomyquery;thatthey

were"atheists."Tbacertainextent,thisresponscwaspredictable.Most

ofthcscholarsandintellcctualsaroundmenotonlyroutinelyconducted

theirlivcsasthoughtheywereatheist,butsecmedtoexpectthatIwould

beawareoftheirattitudesandinfactsharethem.Ihavelongwondered,

however,whethermostcontemporarγJλpaneseareactually"atheists."

Whilehazyattitudesgenerallyregardedas"atheistic"arequitecommon,

genuineatheismasaconsideredconvictionissurelyrare.Thetheoretical

andphilosophicalatheism飾undinthcWest,expressedbγsuchngures

asDostoyevskyandNietzche,hλsnotbeenhighlydevelopcdinJapan・

Rather,theatheismofthemodernJapanesemightbecharacterizedas

practical_asimplelackofconcernwithreligion-andnotthekindof

radicalatheismarrivedatafterrealizingthe"dcath"ofBuddhaorGod.

AsIwasrenectingonthissituation,anEnglish-language

publicationaskedmefbranarticleonthebackgroundoftheAum

Shinriky6incident,andIdccidedtowriteonthisquestionofthe

atheisticattitudesofcontcmporaryJapanese.1uponpublicationofthe

article,Ireceivedanumberofunanticipatedresponscsfbmabroad.One

letterthatsurprisedmecamefromaprisoncrinaUtahstate

penitentiary;anotherwasarequestfromanAmericanjuniorcollege
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askingpermissiontousethearticlcinaclass.Thelctterfromthe

prisonerwassomewhatdifnculttograsp,butitseemshewasamcmber

ofanewreligiousmovementidentifiedas"Surdism,"withwhichIwas

COmpletelyUnfamilia二ACCOrdingtOtheletter,theWOrd"SUrd"haSthe

meaningof"mute"or``silent."McmbersoftheSurdistmovement

observesilence"asthoughdeaf=mutes,"basingthemselvcsuponaspecies

ofanti-rationalism.

Accordingtotheletter,themajorthcmeofthisreligiousmovcment

isthechoicebetweentheimmanenceandtranscendenceofthesacred.It

statedthatintheChristianworld,immanencehaso丘cnbecn厂cgarded

aspaganoratheisticinorientation.Nevertheless,thenotionofa

transcendentGodlosesitsattractioninmarshlandregions.Inreality;it

istheimmanenceofpag盆nismthatisthetruth,andtheorientation

towardtrλnscendenceisdelu.sionλ1.Further,thebelieverinimmanence

whokeepsthesilenceofadeaf=muteisnotasimplepantheist,muchless

anatheist,fbrinthcworldofimmanence,allthingsinexistencepossess

theluminositアoftheirownsolemndignitメThelctterwritcrassertcd

thatabsorptioninprofbundimmanencehadnothingincommonwith

3theismorthedenialofreligion,andthathecouldthcrefbrerespondto

myarticlewithafヒelingofafnnityfbrJapanesecivilization.

Isensedfromthisletterthedif臼cultyofbeliefinimmanencc

withinaworldviewrootedintranscendentmonotheism,butatthesame

timcIwonderedhowthisissuemightbeseenf}omtheperspectiveof

Japan.viewedhistorically,thepresentatheisticattitudeofmany

Japaneserepresentsadistortedself=understandingthatisclearlythe

productofvariouspressurcsf士omoutside.EarlierImcntionedthe

responseIreceivedfピomjournalistsatthefbref}ontofthemedia.In

Japan,asking,"whatisγourreligion～,"amountsinessencetoaquestion

ofwhethcroneismonotheisticorpolytheistic,orwhcthcroneis

ChristianorBuddhist.Ithasanaggressiveedgereflectingthehistorical

circumstanccsofeithertheChristianageduringthesixteenthand

seventeenthccnturiesortheMeijiperiodattheendofthenineteenth

centurylDuringthefbrmerperiod,thequestionwasputtopeoplein

linewiththepolicicsofrcligiouspersecutionandisolationismofthe
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Tokugawaperiod.Duringthenineteenthcentury,itresounded

throughoutJapanesesocietyinunisonwiththefbotstepsof``theadvance

ofcivilization,"againsttheb衾ckdropoftheopcningofthecountryto

WesterncivilizationandthepolicicsofmodernizationoftheMeijistate.

Inthisquestionisreflectedtheconceptionofreligionfbsteredwithin

modernEuropeancivilmoralityinafbrmthatbrooksnore侮saL

Asmentionedabove,inJapan,thequestionofreligiondisplaysan

attitudethatpressesfbraclearandmutuallyexclu.sivechoicebetween

twoalternativesinmattersofreligionor伍ith.Itaskstowhichreligion

ordenominationoneexclusivelybelongs,anddemandsapersonaI

decision.Moreover,itsoriginsinJapanlieinChristianthinking,inthe

civilizationintroducedfromacrosstheseas.HowhavetheJap2nesc

respondedtothisquestionputbyWesterncivilization～Reflectingonthe

traditionalNewY6ar'sworshiportheneighborhoodshrinefヒstival,

shouldtheyanswerthattheirreli幺ionisShinto～Orrecallingthevisitsto

thegravesof且ncestorsatthevernalandautumnalequinoxesandduring

theObonobservances,orthcBuddhist丘1neralservices,shouldthey

answerthattheyareBuddhists～Atthesametime,however,oncmaybe

perplexedaboutwhetherornotparticipationinsuchactivitiesatshrines

andtemplesreallyとonstitutesadeliberatechoiceoffaithatall,and

concludethatperhapsa丘eralloneisbasicallyatheistic・

Butcvenwhileanswcringthatoneisanatheist,onemaybe

inwardlyawarcofhavingfaithinbothkamiandbuddhas,notinthe

formofachoicebetweenthem,butpracticallysimultaneousl)ろ

Moreover,on拿maybeconsciousthatitispreciselyherethatliesthe

distinctivecharacteristicofthereligiousattitudeoftheJapanese・The

traditionalattitudehasbeenonenotofancxclusivechoicebetweentwo

alternatives,butofanacceptanccofboth.Theawarenessthatsuchan

attitu.deappearschaoticandwithoutclearprinciplestakesthefbrmof

Sel£CritiCiSm.

Thenotionofamutuallyexclusivechoicebetwccntwoaltcrnatives

withregardtoreligionbecamethesinglemirrorwithinwhichthe

Japanesediscernedtheirowninteriorli色 ・withtheideaofadeliberate

commitmenttoeitheroneortheotherasthestandard,itbecame
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habitualtovicwtheirspirituallifヒasoneofsublectiveeffacementinthe

choicebetweenalternatives.EventhoughtheywerenotChristian,they

examinedthemselvesasthou.ghthcywerebyengagingtheimposed

question.Thus,apatternofinvertedselfLawarenesscamctobe

established.TheattitudeoftheJapanesemightbedescribedasapassive

atheismthatemergesf}omtheattitu.deofsubjectiveeff益cement.Ifthe

modcrnwestdevelopeda``hard"3theism,theJapaneseversionisaso貪

atheism,anambiguousfヒeling.Intermsofoutlook,itgaverisetoan

attitudeofindif艶rencetoreligion.

ThereisonefUrtherpointrcgardingtheproblemofatheismtobe

noted.Therewas』soaletterf}omareaderinOhio,thccontentsof

whichm衾ybesu.mmarizedasfbllows:Inmyarticle,theword"atheist"

or"atheism"occursf}equently;andtherearcrefヒrencestoBuddhism,

Christianity;andShinto.Theterm"agnostic,"however,isnotusedat

all.Whyisthis～Thetermagnosticindicatespeoplewholackinterestin

religionandarenon-religioussecularists・AlthoughmanyJapaneseseem

tobcunfamiliarwiththetermagnostic,itappearsthatthe"atheists"

describedinmyarticleareinreality"agnostics"_thatis,peoplewhodo

notknowwhetherornotGodorgodsexistandwhoh歌venoparticular

interestinknowing.

Iwassomewhatshakenbythequ.estionregardingagnosticism

raisedinthisletterf}omanAmericanreader,fbrf}anklyIhadnottaken

thcnotionintoconsideration.Agnosticismasaconceptisreadily

comprehensible,butIwonderedwhethertheissuearoseinJapaninthis

fbrm.Aftersomethought,Ipublishedthcfbllowingresponse:

InJ3pan,theword"agnosticism"(角 〃々 乃〃o〃 不 可 知 論,literally;

"theimpossibilityofknowing"whethcrornotdivinitiesexist)

isastrictlyphilosophicalterm,andmostJapaneseare

unfamiliarwithit.Bycontrast,"atheism"(〃z%∫ 乃勿70η 無 神 論,

theassertionthatthcreis"noGodorgods")iswidelyand

commonlyused.IntheChristiλnworld,whenthereisdenial

ordoubtregardingtheexistenceofGod,perhapsitisnatural

tothinkthat,sinceproofisimpossiblc,thequestion・is
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unknowableandunresolvable.AmongtheJapanese,however,

mostofwhomareinclinedtowardwhatisessentiallya

polytheismorpantheism,atraditionoftheologアorrellgious

philosophywhicharguedordeniedtheexistenceofgodswas

notdeveloped.RatherthaninponderingwhetherornotGod

exists,thedecisivefactorhaslaininwhetherornotoneisable

toapPrehendorexperiencetheexistenceofthedivine・Forthe

Japanese,atheismpointstotheconditionofmerelysensingthat

Godseemsnottoexist.Itwasprobablybecauseofthisthatthe

JapanesedidnotfヒeleasywiththetermagnosticismeitheL2

Althoughthishardlyseemedadequateregardingthequestions

aboutatheismandagnosticism,itwasimpossible丘)rmetosaアmore.I

wishedtoemphasize,however,thatfbrmostJapanese,itwasnotthe

questionoftheexistenceornonexistenceofthesacredthatwas

important,butrathcrthequestionofwhetherornotonewasableto

apprehendorexperienceitsexistence.Inthisconnection,Iamreminded

ofTとradaTbrahiko寺 田 寅 彦(1878-1935),aphysicistandauthorityon

earthquakeswhoexpresseddistinctivcinsightsintoJapanesethinking

aboutnature.

InthesameycaroftheAumShinrikア6attack,thegreatHanshin

earthquakedcvastatedtheKobearea.Whentheearthquakestruck,my

firstthoughtswcreofTヒradaandhiswords,bornf}omhislongresearch

inearthquakes,that"naturaldisastersoccuraboutthetimethattheyare

fbrgotten."In1935,Tヒradawrotealongessaγon"TheViewofNature

oftheJapanese."Thepreviousyear,hehadpublishedawidelydiscussed

articleon``naturaldisastersandnationalde色nse,"butthelatera.rticle

attractedlittlenoticc.Nevertheless,itisthelatterarticlethatgrapples

withthemuchmoresignificantissue.3

1nthisessay・,Tヒradanotesfirstofallthatwhilethenatural

environmentinthewestisrelativelyconstant,inJapanitishighly

unstable,andthepeoplearefrequentl)厂assailedbythethreatof

unpredictablefbrcessuchaseヨrthquakes,tslmamiwaves,andtyphoons.

Thisexperiencenurturedawisdombywhichpeoplesoughttolivein
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obediencetothenaturalworldandanattitudeofhumilitythat

submittedtoits飾rces.Thus,whileWesternsciencehaso丘enbeen

hostileanddomineeringtowardnaturc,scienccinJapanhastendedto

abandonanyimpulseofdefianceagainsttheo丘enfとrociousnatural

powersandcametobeinfbrmedbytheaccumulationofexperiential

knowledgeaimedataccommodatingandsymptomatictreatments.

ItissurprisingthatTヒradaattainedthcseinsightsalreadyinthe

1930s,atthcbeginningoftheSh6waera.Hehadprobablyacquired

themthroughhisexperienccasascientistobservingthegreatKant6

earthquakealittlemorcthanadecadebc飴re.Whatisofgreatest

importanceinhisthinking,however,isthatheconsideredthecharacter

ofnatu.reinJapannotintermsoftenor丘 丘yyears,butoveraspanof

fivecenturiesorλmillenium.Further,perhapsbecauseofthis

perspective,hediscernedintheJapaneseattitudeofsubmissiontonature

andaccommodationtotheenvironmentclemcntsincommonwiththe

Buddhistviewofimpermanence.Hestatesthat,havingcndured

innumerableearthquakesanddisastersofwindsandfloodsthroughthe

ages,thcJapaneseevolvedtheirownsenseof"theimpermanenccinthc

worldofnature."Hestatesthatincontrasttothearidregionsthatgave

birthtomonotheisticreligions,inaninfinitelyvariedandeverchanging

environmentlikeJapan's,itwasnaturalfbrmyriadsofgodstobeborn

andworshiped,andfbreachmountainandriverandtreetobeperceived

asadivinityand』sohuman.

Numbcrlessearthquakesandrepeateddevastationsbγwindsand

watersgaverisetoasenseofimpermanenceintheworldofnature,and

throughthissenseofimpermanence,theapprehcnsionofdivinitiesand

humansinthemountainsandriversandtreescλmetobeimplantedin

people'ssensibilityπ ヒradaspeakshereofhumansandwellasdivinities

dwellinginmountains,rivers,andtrees,fbrhehasinmindtheancient

beliefthatwhenpeopledic,theアreturntothebosomofnaturc,and

gradually;withthepassageoftime,becomegods.Thcgodsandhumans

arenot,ofcourse,evincedlogically」butaresensedbypeopleasthey

kneelbe丘)renature.ThegodsandhumansarefUsedeverywherewiththe

naturalenvironmcntthatenvelopsourdailylifヒ,andthoughtheir
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figuresmaアbehidden,theyarepcrceivedasacquiringthcembodiment

ofHcshandbloodwithinnatureitself:AccordingtoTヒrada,thissenseof

impermanencehas"permeatedtheverアorgansandsensesasakindof

hereditarymemoryf}omourdistantancestors."

InTerada'snotionofasenseof"impermanenceintheworldof

nature,"thereemergesasensitivitythatisinseparablef}omthcnebulou .s
"
athcisticfeelings"notedabove.Thisisthekey,Ithink,for

understλndingthcdistinctive"atheism"oftheJapanese.Earlier,Istated

thatthisatheismdoesnothavethecharacterofactuallydenyingdivine

existence.Norisitanagnosticismthatassertstheimpossibilityof

knowingwhetherornotthedivineexists.Oncethefbrcesofnatureturn

violentandf}enzied,however,thisatheisticattitudeisfbrccdintoan

awarenessofimpermancncethatapprchendsthepowerofdivinit三esin

thebackgroundofthenaturalenvironment.Thisambiguous艶elingof

atheismis釦sedbacktobackwithahighlysensitiveperceptionof

transiencethatdiscernsthestirringsof巛divinitics"inthedcpthsofthe

naturalworld.Howevermuchitmayresembleanatheisticattitudeas

longasmattersarcvicwedwithaconsciousnessoftheeveryday;once

thiseverydayconsciousnessencountcrsadangeroussituation,it

spontaneouslyandsudden1)7shi丘stoanunordinaryconsciousnessthat

sensesorfヒclsthepresenceofthesacred.IfthemonotheisticJudeo-

Christiantraditionsmaybecalledreligionsoffaith,perhapsitmaybe

saidthatJapanesetraditionhasformedareligionoffeelingor

2PPrehensionofthesacred.

OneofthemajorthemesIhavesoughttotreatinthisvolumeisthe

characteroftheperceptionofnatureinJapanesetradition.Thiscontinues

tobetheexpcrienceofnatureofthemodcrnJapaneseandmayalsobesaid

toreflccttheirreligiousawareness.Itholdsthcconstantpotent董alof

revertingtoatheistictendenciesofthoughtinthesensediscussedabove,

andincasesmaybemisunderstoodor飢selyperceivedasgenuineatheism.

In伍ct,however,itismorcaccuratelygraspedintermsofsurfaceanddepth

strataordimcnsions.Inothcrwords,thestructureofthisnebulousreligious

consciousnessmaybegraspedas2natheisticoutlookonthcsurfaceanda

scnseoftheimpcrmanenceofthenaturalworldinthedepths.
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Thechaptersofthisvolumedonotnecessarilyfbcusdirectlyon

thisissue,fbrtheywerewrittenatvarioustimesandinaccordwith

variousconcernsandinterests.Nevertheless,theproblemofastructu.re

ofaw3renessoftwostrata_surfaceanddepth-hasbeenconstantlyin

mind.Thequestionthatariseshereiswhethero.rnotthisreligious

consciousncss_anatheismonthesu.rfaceandanapprehensionof

impermanenccinthedepths_hasbeenadistinctivecharacteristicofthe

Japanesef}omancienttimes・Itisimpossibletoanswerthisquestion

clearl頭 もrthereislittleevidencethatservesasproo£Whensucha

f}ameworkofthoughtisprovisionallyerected,however,itmayserveto

highlightthenatureofthetraditionalreligiousconsciousnessofthe

Japanese.Inthissense,thearticlcsgathercdheremayserveasa

beginningf～)rtestingthistheor>孔

Whatwordshouldbeused飴rthisstrangeanimalwecallreligionl

Ifweprodit,itimmediatelywithdrawsandconccalsitselfIfwetry・to

drawitou.t,wesuddenlyfindthatitHllsheavcnandearthandourown

fieldofvisionislost.InthecaseofJapanesereligioustradition,it

remainsensconcedwithintheearth,andreleasesonlybarelyperceptible

soundsofitswriggling.Wemaytry丘ontalassaultsandnightraids,but

stillitscountcnancegoesunseen.Theusual,straight長)rwardstratcgies

areuseless.Thereisnothingtobedonebutattempttoestablisha

bridge-headbygucrrillaattack,somethihgthatmightserveasabase.

Thechaptersofthepresentvolumehavebeenculled丘omvarious

collectionsofarticles.ThroughouttheprocessofselectionIhavebeen

aidedbythetranslator,ProfDennisHirota.Iwouldliketorecordmy

appreciation{brhiseHbrtsinactu訓izingthisbook.Withouthiscritical

acumenanddeeplearningthroughouttheworkoftranslation,th玉svolumc

wouldnothavebeenpossible.Further,thebookhasgreatlybenefitedf}om

thecditorialassistanceofProfPatriciaFisterandMr.TilkahashiYU高 橋 悠

oftheInternationalResearchcenterfbrJapaneseStudies.Tbthemboth,I

expressmygratitu.de.

YAMAoRITヒtsuo
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