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BUDDHISM, AS THE OLD ZEN saying has it, spreads toward the east
([îX4). D. T. Suzuki (1870–1966) was the ³rst Japanese to spend
a signi³cant part of his life working to bring this about, as he traveled

eastward from the Japanese islands to the nations of North America and
Europe propagating the teachings of Buddhism. He was also a tireless expo-
nent of the Zen and Pure Land traditions at home in Japan.

Suzuki produced an enormous body of writings in the eight decades
between his ³fteenth year and his death at ninety-³ve—approximately thirty
volumes in English and one hundred volumes in Japanese. However, except
for a few biographical works and commentaries by people who knew him per-
sonally, very little evaluation of the man or his work has been carried out in
Japan. Even the basic materials necessary for serious research on Suzuki are
not yet fully available. In the few years I myself have devoted to tracking
down his articles in newspapers and journals, I have uncovered literally scores
of pieces that were overlooked in the compilation of his Collected Works. The
records of his unpublished letters and talks are sketchier still.

In this paper I will examine Suzuki’s writings, including material that did
not ³nd its way into the Collected Works, in an attempt to clarify his attitudes
towards the state and society. This will, of course, extend to the question of
nationalism in Suzuki’s thought and to his ideas about Zen, war, the
Japanese, and national polity.

YOUTHFUL VIEWS ON THE STATE AND SOCIETY

Suzuki’s ³rst book, A New Theory of Religion, was published when he was
twenty-six years old, just prior to his departure for the United States. In it he
discussed his ideas on the relationship between religion and the state. He
opens with an exposition of a modern, Enlightenment view of religion:
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Religion sees its ultimate purpose as the realization of a cosmic ideal; the
state sees as its ultimate purpose the preservation of its own existence….
Religion professes universal brotherhood and enjoins against making any
distinction between self and other; the state is based on the principles of
loyalty and patriotic sentiment, and exhorts its citizens to independence.
Religion never hesitates to question the existence of the state and history;
the state always acts on the basis of its own self-centered interests. In this
way, religion and the state are incompatible.1

He goes on to argue that “the state must constitute a furtherance of
social progress. It must, in other words, serve as a means to help humanity
bring to realization the purpose of its existence.”2 And again:

Formation of the state is not the purpose of human existence but merely
an expedient means, nothing more than a single stage that must be
passed by humanity in the course of its development. Humanity exists
for the sake of humanity, not for the sake of the state…. In order that the
existence of the state does not hinder the realization of the hopes and
ideals of religion, that is, of humanity, the state must, I believe, be
reformed when necessary.3

Thus in Suzuki’s view the state does not exist as an end in itself but
merely as an instrument, a means to promote human interests. It is a view
predicated upon the existence of a modern civil society, and might best be
characterized as a libertarian Nachtwächterstaat. At the same time, he was
aware that the idea did not reµect the actual condition of a state in which
“loyalty and patriotism are the basic principles” and which “sees its ³nal pur-
pose in the preservation of its own existence.” Against this conµict of the
ideal and the actual, Suzuki proposes that the role of religion is “³rst of all
to try to support the state and to abide by the history and sentiments of its
people” in order to “work for the progress and development of the nation.”4

Thus, while realizing that religion and the state differ in principle and are
incompatible in many respects, he strikes a compromise relationship that
keeps their respective roles separate but clearly places the state under the
guidance of religion:

The interests of religion and the state do not conµict but rather aid and
support each other in a quest for wholeness…. The problem is easily
resolved if one thinks of religion as an entity with the state as its body,
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and of the state as something developing with religion as its spirit. In
other words, religion and the state form a unity; if every action and
movement of the state takes on a religious character and if every word
and action of religion takes on a state character, then whatever is done for
the sake of the state is done for religion, and whatever is done for the sake
of religion is done for the state.5

All of this does not quite offset the impact of his initial statement that
religion ought “³rst of all to try to support the state,” which seems to lead to
an acceptance of state supremacy. His rather “Zen-like” approach to religion
and his abstract notion of the way nations operate seem far too unrealistic.
These criticisms, though not entirely on the mark, have some truth to them
and deserve closer attention.

Suzuki was much clearer in his views on the state and society following
his move to the United States in the late 1890s. His position was basically
critical of the current Japanese governmental structure (including the role of
the imperial family) and of those who supported it: the Meiji political and
bureaucratic establishment, the ultranationalists, and the various proponents
of Japanism. We ³nd his views on the imperial family expressed, for example,
in magazine articles critical of the ultranationalists, whom he characterized as
follows:

They say, “Obey the rescripts on the Imperial Restoration,” “Study the
Imperial Rescript on Education,” “Display a nation-building spirit,”
“Honor the ancestors of the country.” All of this is ³ne. But while these
people on the one hand proclaim reason as their supreme sword and
shield and talk on and on about the results of nineteenth-century histor-
ical research, on the other hand they manipulate the weaknesses of the
Japanese people, embracing the imperial family and the imperial rescripts
and attempting to imbue them with a religious signi³cance. The
hypocrisy of it all is quite overwhelming.…

Let us stop pretending that the Japanese are a great people merely
because their imperial family has continued unbroken for the past 2,500
years.6

In his personal correspondence Suzuki expressed his feelings even more
frankly.

I believe that it contributes nothing to progress if the imperial family
dreams on about its former transcendence and mystery, and if the people
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view its statements as august beyond compare. Whenever anything un-
toward happens the government attempts to hide behind such attitudes
and to seal the mouths of the people. What is more, the road to free
thought is cut off and the people must obey without hesitation those
who exalt the imperial family and take refuge behind the imperial procla-
mations. What an unfortunate situation. [In the margin: You must never
make these words public. I must wait for the right time].… What a shame
how people stand in awe of things like the Imperial Rescript on Edu-
cation. I had better not say too much. And what do you think?7

Such opinions were expressed on several occasions in letters to his close
friend Yamamoto Ryõkichi. The earliest such statement was in 1888 when
Suzuki was eighteen years old:

The emperor’s birthday celebration the other day was a huge affair. Why
is it necessary to make such a fuss? The people involved are a frivolous
bunch. I think the whole thing is completely unnecessary. What about
you?8

This statement may be read as a kind of frustrated “cry in the wilderness”
by a gifted young man stuck in the remote countryside of the Noto
Peninsula, but it more or less reµects Suzuki’s attitude toward the imperial
family until at least the end of the Meiji period. He saw the existence of the
imperial family as not only violating the equality of the people but also as pro-
viding the ultranationalists with a pretext both for their Japanist mystique and
their dangerous, backward-looking traditionalism, as well as for their
attempts to stiµe the freedom of speech and thought. Suzuki therefore
regarded the imperial family as a hindrance to the modernization of the coun-
try and to the realization of his ideal of a state and society uni³ed under the
guidance of religion.

This naturally raises the question of how Suzuki envisaged the workings
of the state. We want to ask, for example, what he means when he says that
the state “must…serve as a means to help humanity bring to realization the
purpose of its existence.” In fact, Suzuki takes up the question of society in a
number of his writings, including many of his contributions to the journals
Rikugõ zasshi (Â§P£, Universum) and Shin Bukkyõ (G[î, New Bud-
dhism) while he was in America. His idea, brieµy put, was that “the ideal soci-
ety provide a structure within which individuals can cultivate their respective
strengths as they want.” He explains this in further detail:
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The greatest possible motivation we can have for organizing our society
is the chance to develop our natural abilities freely and apply them
toward the advance of society as a whole. For this to come about, all
individuals must be provided with equal opportunities and circum-
stances. The most important factor here is to reduce to an absolute min-
imum the gap between rich and poor. If the obstacles of food, shelter,
and clothing were removed and people were free to cultivate their innate
talents and moral nature, to devote themselves entirely to the advance of
society as a whole, the progress of culture would be truly amazing.9

Suzuki kept his distance from the socialists, but he did acknowledge the
views of contemporaries sympathetic with this way of thinking. “Recently I
have been studying socialism,” he wrote, “and I am in sympathy with ideas
like social justice and equality of opportunity. Present society (particularly as
it is in Japan) must be reformed from the ground up.”10 In the opening para-
graph of the article in which the remarks cited above appears, he expressed
approval of socialism:

It is said that the government has forbidden the formation of the Social
Democratic Party. I deeply regret the Japanese government’s irresponsi-
bility and lack of farsightedness, and its inattentiveness to social progress
and human happiness.

Suzuki studied socialist thought in the pages of journals like Universum,
even as he saw all about him the problems that youthful, vigorous America
was facing in its capitalist society. Already by this time his social consciousness
as an independent Buddhist reformer had developed enough for him to
write:

When we look for reasons for the plight of the impoverished in today’s
society, we see that their poverty is due not so much to any fault of their
own as to the defects of the social system and the maldistribution of
wealth…. One can hardly expect impoverished people in such dif³cult
circumstances to be satis³ed with spiritual comfort bereft of any mate-
rial aid…. My earnest desire is that Buddhists do not remain satis³ed
with personal peace and enlightenment but take it upon themselves to
help society.11
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FROM THE RETURN TO JAPAN AND UNTIL THE END OF THE WAR

In 1909 Suzuki, then thirty-eight and having spent the last twelve years in the
United States and Europe, returned to Japan and took up employment at the
Gakushð-in Tokyo. The Gakushð-in was a special boarding school attended
by the sons and daughters of the very royalty and nobility that Suzuki had
earlier criticized. He was eager to ful³ll his duties as an English teacher and
housemaster. His life as a teacher under the leadership of Nogi Maresuke, a
typical career soldier of the “loyalty-and-patriotism” school, and a represen-
tative of the “good old” Meiji era, must have been rather awkward.12 Suzuki’s
own philosophy of education was based on respect for the individual and
aimed at nurturing independence and spontaneity. For him, the twentieth
century was an age of world-historical signi³cance that could only require
serious change in society. Even in Japan

it is impossible to say what will become of the aristocratic class. The day
may come when it is no longer necessary to maintain the privileged class
in order to preserve the nation. I do not think it desirable to have a sys-
tem where a wall of privilege exists between the imperial family and the
common people, separating the two. There should be only the imperial
family and the common people. Perhaps the day will come when this
becomes a reality.

Turning his remarks directly to the students, Suzuki exhorted them to develop their
natural abilities and not to rely on privileges of birth or inheritance:

Most of you are children of the nobility. You form a special class in Japan
and receive privileged treatment from the imperial family. You must
remember that wherever special favor is shown, special responsibility is
also demanded.…

Natural ability means not claiming for your own that which does not
belong to you and not entrusting yourself to good fortune. It is, in a
sense, individualism. The only way to develop your natural abilities is to
make full use of your independence and freedom.…13

And again elsewhere:

Individualism is not sel³shness; it means to become one’s own mas-
ter. From the standpoint of ethics, this is something lacking in young
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people today. Of course, individualism has dangers as well, but one
should not disregard its merits. As for me, I will cling to its merits.14

Suzuki wrote nine essays for the Hojinkai zasshi (£_yP£), a publica-
tion of the Gakushð-in, under the personal name of Teitarõ, not Daisetsu. In
these essays he stressed again and again the importance of an “enterprising
spirit” and “self-reliance” based on autonomy, independence, and freedom.15

Many of his pupils attest that as housemaster and as English teacher Suzuki
treated everyone, students and faculty members alike, without favor, sharing
his inimitable personality and exerting a strong inµuence on all around him.16

Suzuki’s writings from the end of the Meiji era through the Taishõ era
appeared chieµy in the two monthlies Shin Bukkyõ and Zendõ (7Š, Zen
Way), but also in the Hojinkai zasshi and the Buddhist newspaper Chðgai
nippõ (_‘Õ³). Shin Bukkyõ was a Pure Land Buddhist journal promoting
the reform of Meiji Buddhism. From its inception in 1900 until its termina-
tion in 1915, it ran some sixty articles by Suzuki, mainly pieces of social com-
mentary. Zendõ was a Zen monthly that Suzuki served as editor-in-chief. He
published some ³fty articles on Zen in its pages, beginning with the month-
ly’s ³rst issue in August 1910. One notes a clear difference in his approach to
the two publications. In the articles for Shin Bukkyõ, Suzuki makes little ref-
erence to Buddhism but focuses rather on a comparison of Eastern and
Western civilization, culture, and society, as well as religion, morality, cus-
toms, and manners. Allusions to the state are not as frequent as in writings
composed when he was living in the United States. With the demise of Shin
Bukkyõ, Suzuki’s social commentary decreased and the bulk of his lectures
and essays, apart from those of his publications that appeared in the various
scholarly journals of Õtani University, appeared in Shindõ (=Š, The Way of
Belief), a popular magazine published under Pure Land Buddhist auspices.
His contributions to Shindõ dealt with Zen and Pure Land Buddhism, and
included some social commentary. Other articles on Zen appeared occasion-
ally in Daijõzen (Øñ7, Mah„y„na Zen), a monthly founded in 1924, the year
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after Zendõ ceased publication, and in Shõbõrin (±ÀÇ, The True Wheel of the
Dharma).

During his twelve years at the Gakushð-in, in addition to numerous
essays on Zen and social problems, he also wrote pieces for the edi³cation of
his students with titles such as “A Missive to the Children of the Noble and
Wealthy” and “On Poverty.” The same dedication he had shown there he
took with him to Õtani University, where he taught from 1921 until after
the end of the Paci³c War.17

From the early years of the Shõwa period (1925–1989), Suzuki became
interested in the Laªk„vat„ra Sðtra and subsequently in the Platform Sðtra,
the Tun-huang manuscripts, the writings of Zen masters Lin-chi and Bankei,
and Pure Land Buddhism. The period beginning from shortly after his trans-
fer to Õtani University in 1921 until the end of the war in 1945 was the time
in Suzuki’s long life when he concentrated the most on the study of
Buddhism. It was also the period in which he established his reputation as a
scholar. During this time he published several works in English including the
three volumes of Essays in Zen Buddhism (1927–1934), Studies in the
La«k„vat„ra Sðtra (1930), which became the core of his doctoral disserta-
tion, and Zen Buddhism and Its Inµuence on Japanese Culture (1938).
Among his publications in Japanese were his major works on Zen Buddhism
such as The Records of Shen-hui Discovered at Tun-huang (1932), Sanskrit-
Chinese Index to the Laªk„vat„ra Sðtra (1934), The Unborn Zen of Bankei
(1940), Studies in the History of Zen Thought: I (1943), Zen Thought (1943),
and such representative writings on Pure Land Buddhism as Detachment
(1939), Treatise on the Logic of Pure Land Thought (1942), and The Fact of
Religious Experience (1943).

During the war years his only non-Buddhist writings were on the subject
of Japanese culture, among them a volume later translated into English as
Japanese Spirituality,18 and his essays on the Japanese people. Japanese
Spirituality is an attempt to ³nd a unique Japanese spirituality in Buddhism,
especially its Pure Land and True Pure Land sects. Suzuki’s writings on the
Japanese people discuss their special characteristics in comparison with west-
ern Europeans, the Japanese understanding of history, and the Japanese view of
death. Although these writings deal speci³cally with Japan, his intention was
not only to encourage his fellow Japanese during the devastating years of the
war, but also to discover and demonstrate a Buddhist spirituality that could
be appreciated by all humanity. In none of his essays does he praise the supe-
riority of the Japanese people. The following passage is typical of his style:
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The Japanese are highly sentimental and lacking in logic, have dif³culty
in forming an independent judgment on the right and wrong of things,
are only concerned about being ridiculed by others, and are reluctant to
enter into unknown and unexplored areas, and if they should dare to do
so, they do it recklessly and without any plans made in advance.19

Suzuki further claims that this sentimentality lay behind the “human torpe-
does” and “kamikaze squadrons,” but at once questions how the sacri³ce of
human life in an attempt to make up for the shortage of mechanical equip-
ment and the inadequacy of scienti³c technology could ever be considered a
noble cause.20 This was also a criticism of the military establishment.

Such statements are products of the times in which they were made, a
period when a narrow-minded, self-righteous “Japanese spirit” centered on
Hirata Shinto (r,PŠ) was being propagated throughout the country. I
would add that Suzuki’s essays on the culture and people of Japan represent
his personal criticism of and resistance to the understanding of the Japanese
spirit circulating at the time. The year after the publication of Japanese
Spirituality, just prior to the end of the war, he prepared a lecture on “A
Japanese Spiritual Awakening” (Õûí‘§íÀ·) to be delivered at Õtani
University, a draft of which still exists. In it he explains the term spirituality
and presents a critique of the idea of Japanese spirit:

The term Japanese spirit used by our colleagues nowadays includes ele-
ments of special political characteristics, patriotic zeal, historical remi-
niscing, moral self-respect, and peculiarities of aesthetic appreciation. In
addition, the term also emphasizes an exclusive narrow-mindedness and
the conservative characteristics of an insular, anti-cosmopolitan people….
This is because our conception of Japan has become so subjective that it
has psychologically, logically, philosophically, and historically distorted
our way of thinking. Once begun, the distortion grows without bounds,
turning into something grotesque.21

The military establishment and State Shinto were not alone in cham-
pioning this yamato-damashii (ØÉÓ) or spirit of Japanese uniqueness. Many
Zen Buddhists expressed similar views. For example, during this period one
of the journals Suzuki contributed to frequently, Daijõzen, fairly bristled with
pro-militarist articles. In issues ³lled with essays proclaiming “Victory in the
Holy War!” and bearing such titles as “Death is the Last Battle,” “Certain
Victory for Kamikaze and Torpedoes,” and “The Noble Sacri³ce of a
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Hundred Million,” Suzuki continued with contributions on subjects like
“Zen and Culture.”22

A further indication of his posture during the war years is his work for
the Buddhist newspaper Chðgai nippõ. Between 1941 and the end of the war
in 1945 Suzuki contributed two regular articles and 191 short installments
for a column entitled “Zen.” Virtually none of these pieces contain any ref-
erence made to the current political and war situation.23 Instead, they simply
introduce the lives and recorded sayings of the masters or explain the out-
look of Zen. He did, however, occasionally lapse into lines like the following:

Some people think that to die recklessly is Zen. But Zen and death are
not the same thing. Makujikikõzen (ÙŸT2) does not mean to sit in the
grip of the hand of death. It is deplorable to think of Zen as a
puri³cation rite. The Zen understanding of human life is based on
Mah„y„na Buddhism. Zen without this is not Zen. It isn’t anything at
all…. To regard the foolhardy and senseless sacri³ce of one’s life as Zen
is a mish-mash idea. Zen absolutely never teaches one to throw one’s life
away.24

Passages such as these make plain Suzuki’s resistance to movements trying to
associate Zen with war and death. They are also a clear criticism of Shinto.
The circumstances at the time he was writing may be gathered from the
words of the Chðgai nippõ’s president, who commented in his “Editor’s
Diary” column that

Daisetsu Suzuki’s light-hearted, childlike nature is itself the everyday
expression of Zen, yet within his eloquent words one ³nds statements—
almost digressions—that to the ordinary way of thinking can be seen as
quite dangerous.25

Suzuki, who had lived in the United States for over ten years, was well aware
of its strength and foresaw the defeat of Japan. He was also aware of the ide-
ological vacuity of the Shinto concepts of national polity and the govern-
ment’s pronouncements on the Greater East Asia Coprosperity Sphere. He
had never been a government of³cial and in general remained a lone wolf
where connections with large organizations was concerned. He was a private
citizen with no links to the military establishment. When the war broke out,
he was over seventy years of age. He lived alone and in relative independence.
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Under these circumstances Suzuki, in addition to his work on Zen and Shin
Buddhism, appears to have devoted considerable thought to the question of
what could be done to help rebuild Japan after the ³ghting was over. Many
of his activities at this time—his writing of Japanese Spirituality and “The
Global Mission of Mah„y„na,” his lecturing, his collecting of volumes for the
Matsugaoka Library—were directed towards protecting and later disseminat-
ing the “jewel of Japan,” Zen. Under the limits of the strict censorship in
force at the time, he had to restrict his critical remarks about militarism and
“the national polity” to a few letters written to close friends.26 Only an occa-
sional touch of irony appeared in his writings, as in the following:

There is a swarm of people all around eager to commit suicide with the
past, to embrace what is Japanese, no matter how limited geographically
it is, and defend it to the last…. We must go beyond such limited terms
as “Greater East Asia” and ³nd more expansive terms like tenjõ tenge
(úîú4, heaven and earth).27

However, he did not take a ³rm stance against the war or write essays criti-
cizing the military or Shinto nationalists head-on. What is clear, in any case,
is the fact that he disliked the reckless manner, self-righteousness, and
parochialism of the military and its idea of “national polity,” and that he did
not go along with the mood of the times. 

THE YEARS AFTER THE WAR

Following the end of the war Suzuki turned his thoughts to the creation of
what he called a “spiritual Japan.” In the three-year period immediately after
Japan’s surrender he wrote numerous articles on this topic as well as over ten
books: A Japanese Spiritual Awakening, The Building of a Spiritual Japan,
Self-reliance, The Spiritualizing of Japan, Religion and the Modern Person,
Religion and Culture, To the Young, and East and West. All of these works
described the construction of a new Japan based on the principles of
Buddhist spirituality, and all of them rejected the wartime notions of nation-
al polity, the Japanese spirit, State Shinto, military dictatorship, and military
support by the Buddhists.
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The basis of Suzuki’s criticism of the old order and the construction of
the new Japan was the “spirituality” principle. In one of his essays he sum-
marized in three points what he called “the fundamental concepts for build-
ing a new Japan” that were to link “spirituality” with the nation state. First,
and above all, Japan must think independently. But this independent think-
ing, secondly, must have a cosmopolitan character. Finally, Japan’s actions
must be based on humanitarianism.28

Granted that there were strict controls over information during the war
years, many Japanese swallowed the pronouncements of the military hook,
line, and sinker. In this way a narrow-minded Hirata State Shinto came to be
set up that professed Japan as the progenitor of all nations, the imperial
dynasty as the ruler of all nations, and Shinto as the religion of the world.
Suzuki considered the Japanese narrow-mindedness and lack of indepen-
dence to be a defect of the race, and found it natural that the old Japan
should have collapsed. He believed that a new spirituality was needed to con-
struct a new Japan. The three points of this spirituality may be considered
Suzuki’s basic position on society, the state, and the world. During this period
of his life he constantly stressed the notions of independent thinking and cos-
mopolitanism,29 notions that we ³nd expressed already from his youth and
through the years of the war.

In the postwar period, as international relations came to be dominated
by the tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union, Suzuki
went beyond his criticism of Japanese national supremacy and militarism to
consider ways to counter what might be called “nation-centeredness.” While
voices of doom were predicting the outbreak of World War Three, Suzuki
was moved to face the question of the inevitability of war.30 While recogniz-
ing that warfare was probably an inevitable part of human history, his pro-
posal for limiting it to the greatest possible extent was to suppress all
ideologies that give absolute authority to the state. These include state
nationalism (³BüÏ), state supremacy (³B›îÏ), and the idea of national
polity (³¿?ç). His opposition to such concepts was based, ³rst, on his
conviction that all such nationalistic sentiments have at their root a belief in
the supremacy of force, the belief that “might makes right.” “As long as force
is used to suppress force,” Suzuki comments, “we will never be without war.”
Second, he believed that all forms of totalitarianism—in particular Com-
munism and Nazism—deprive people of their freedom, autonomy, and dig-
nity and hinder their spiritual awakening. Though it may only have been an
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idea never destined to be realized, Suzuki envisaged a world that would be
rooted in “spiritual awakening” and a “world government” that would rela-
tivize the state.

Another facet of Suzuki’s political and cultural thought—idealistic as
always, but based on a sound knowledge of political realities—comes to light
several years after the war. In October 1952 the journal Sekai (›ƒ, The
World) conducted a survey on rearmament published in a special issue
devoted to “The General Election: Opinions, Criticisms, Hopes.” It was a
time when the situation in Japan was vastly different from what it had been
immediately after the war, principally because of the outbreak of the Korean
War in 1950, the signing of the San Francisco Peace Treaty in 1951, and the
end of the Occupation in 1952. Suzuki’s response to the questionnaire shows
a tone somewhat different from many of his earlier pronouncements but gives
a good indication of the viewpoint he held from that point on:

I consider rearmament unavoidable.… If we do not at this time under-
take some form of armament, Japan as a country will cease to exist. Even
if one is not particularly bothered by that thought, it would be an enor-
mous tragedy for human existence as a whole if our culture were to dis-
appear, a culture that has been represented, maintained, and developed
by our people.… In order to protect Japan’s distinctive cultural expres-
sions, the Japanese, as human beings who need bodies to exist, must
have concrete means to defend themselves. Rearmament is therefore a
necessity for the Japan of today. There are some who say that, trapped as
we are between the two great powers of the United States and the Soviet
Union, we should remain neutral. But such people are completely blind
to the present situation. Faced with the alternative of being annexed by
the Soviets or occupied by the American army, we should opt for the
United States, which stands for freedom, rather than become victims of
Soviet Communist and imperialist tactics…. Do we really have any
choice between a country that lets the end justify the means and one that
professes freedom, respects the law, and keeps faith with the world.
Geography dictates that Japan must make a decision now.31

Interestingly, the large majority of intellectuals who responded to Sekai’s
survey opposed the idea of rearmament. Suzuki’s position was by far the
minority one. I cannot bring myself to accept the idea that without arming
itself Japan will cease to exist as a country. But at the same time, I have only
respect for his view that culture (Zen Buddhist culture in particular) is supe-
rior to nation and that without a nation the preservation and development of
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culture is exceedingly dif³cult. I admire also the level-headedness of his
appraisal of global political realities.

Suzuki was ³rst and foremost a realist. Not only did he maintain a bal-
anced perception of events in the world around him, he also refused to let
himself be swayed by the demands of competing ideologies and “isms.” As
each new situation presented itself, he reevaluated the circumstances and
reached an independent decision based on how he perceived the facts. (Might
this not be the working of what he called “no mind”?) We see this, for exam-
ple, in the no-nonsense approach he took toward the San Francisco Peace
Treaty. There was much opposition to this agreement from the Japanese
intelligentsia, who protested against it on the grounds that it was not com-
prehensive enough, that it contravened the principles of Japan’s postwar con-
stitution, that it made no provision for popular consensus, that it ignored
China, and so forth.32 Suzuki was not ignorant of these arguments nor of the
various principles and ideologies involved, but he did not make his decisions
on the basis of them. His “position that is not a position,” if we may call it
that, was rooted in his own spirituality which took its stand on “Great Mercy
and Great Compassion” (Ø²Ø«).

QUESTIONING SUZUKI’S VIEWS OF SOCIETY AND THE STATE

Religion and the State

In his 1948 work “State and Religion” Suzuki commented that “religion,
viewed from what might be called the standpoint of the absolute, is not con-
cerned with matters of the state.”33 This ties in with his view that “in Zen
experience itself there is no democracy, nor is there imperialism or hege-
monism.”34 Zen—and as Suzuki saw it, religion in its true sense—“is con-
cerned with the absolute individual self,” and “has nothing to do with the
state.” Hence “the world of spiritual awareness is at peace regardless of what
political system it is under.” In contrast, “The individual as conceived by the
state is not a religious entity but rather a political or ethical one.”35 This view
in turn ties in with Suzuki’s recognition that war is the inevitable destiny of
mankind on the one hand, and his tireless quest for ways to avert it on the
other. Suzuki constantly emphasized that the basis of life must be in the reli-
gious self (i.e., in spirituality), but that human beings are also political and
ethical beings that exist within a certain historical and social context.
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These views are fundamentally in line with those expressed by the young
Suzuki in A New Theory of Religion: everything depends on whether the self
is taken as a religious entity or as a political and ethical entity. In other words,
it is a matter of the conµict and tension between religion and the state, and
hence of the conµict and tension present in an individual as a religious and as
a historicosocial entity. The young Suzuki wrote, as we remarked earlier, that
if the state is not to obstruct the realization of the hopes and ideals of human-
ity, it must “be reformed when necessary.” A half-century later, he writes as
if that time of necessity had arrived:

The role of the leaders who form the government is not so much to
actively implement policies, but rather to supervise affairs as unobtru-
sively as possible. That is, government should cast such a pale shadow
that one begins to wonder whether it even exists at all…. For that reason,
the state as an organization propped up by scienti³c concepts and har-
boring imperialistic ideas and fanatical ideology is not compatible with
human life. At some time or another it must face a fatal crisis.36

From his youth and throughout his life Suzuki never regarded the state
as absolute and never placed the state above the individual. In his view, the
only possible absolute was “the awakening of spirituality.” Suzuki’s views in
this regard are crystal clear. His assertions of “non-citizenship” and “non-
nationality” were condemned by right-wingers who complained, “Has
Suzuki ever thought of the debt he owes to his country, let alone to the
emperor?”37 In the last year of his life, Suzuki once remarked at a symposium
that “I believe that anarchism is best.”38 He was of course fully aware that
anarchism was not feasible and he knew that there was no escape from “being
a political and moral individual,” but perhaps there is a sense in which we
may take his words as a sincere prayer for humanity. In any case, during the
years just before and after the end of the war, Suzuki considered “spiritual-
ization” to be the only possible way to reconstruct Japan. Because the period
right after the war was a time of fundamental change of the state system, he
pursued with increased vigor his youthful ideal “to make every action and
movement of the state religious.”
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Furthermore, Suzuki saw the life of the human person as caught up in
contradiction. As an individual, a human being must be a religious entity, and
at the same time as the citizen of a country, a historical and political entity.
For him religion is based on compassion and the state on physical force. The
problem of how to reconcile these two fundamentally incompatible stand-
points is a cross we must all bear throughout life. We have no choice but to
live with conµict, despite the tragedy that invariably follows in its wake.
Human desire is unbounded; it brings progress and leads to destruction. The
human being is constantly being pulled in two directions and lives in con-
stant conµict and tension. This idea is essentially the same as, and in fact orig-
inates in, the fundamental Buddhist view that the passions, just as they are,
are wisdom and enlightenment (˜ñ“¬Ø). Here we also ³nd Suzuki’s view
of human life:

Instead of saying, “It isn’t possible so we shouldn’t try,” we should say,
“It isn’t possible so we should do it,” because this is what being human
is all about. It is what in Buddhism we call “pursuit” (5¼).39

In this contradictory state of human existence, in full awareness of the impos-
sibility of realization, Suzuki continued to make efforts. This is his act of
“Great Mercy,” his “bodhisattva path.”

Zen Experience and Zen Thought

Suzuki was the ³rst Zen Buddhist deliberately to distinguish between Zen
experience and Zen thought, and to recognize the importance of the latter:

It is true that Zen transcends thought. However, this does not mean that
Zen ignores thought. Zen experience can be articulated only after it has
been formulated in thought. When this articulation is not present,… Zen
ceases to be Zen.40

For Suzuki, even though there is no direct, immediate connection between
Zen experience and thought, Zen experience must become thought. He elab-
orates elsewhere on this relationship:

Strictly speaking, Zen has no philosophy of its own. Its teaching is con-
centrated on an intuitive experience, and the intellectual content of this
experience can be supplied by a system of thought not necessarily
Buddhistic. If the masters ³nd it more expedient for some reason, they
may build up their own philosophical structure not always in accordance
with the traditional interpretation. Zen Buddhists are sometimes
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Confucianists, sometimes Taoists, or sometimes even Shintoists; Zen
experience can also be explained by Western philosophy.41

Suzuki continues in the same vein in another place, writing that “there is no
reason why Zen must be considered only from the viewpoint of Buddhism.”42

This raises the question of the relationship between Zen and Buddhism, and
the relationship between the ultimate experience of Zen and other religions.
For Suzuki, this ultimate experience is the same in all religions as it is for Zen,
whatever name one chooses to give it. In the passage just cited, however, his
only point was that Zen itself is not directly bound to thought.

Nevertheless, Suzuki insisted that the ultimate fact of experience be
“expressed in thought”:

Buddhists must not fall behind in taking notice of current trends in the
world today…. Buddhists who think their duty done when they have
learned the simple traditional thought and practice, can be considered
the greatest enemies of Zen, the snake in its bosom…. Thought is
absolutely necessary.43

This call for the necessity of thought in Buddhism is a constantly recurring
theme of Suzuki’s. He was convinced that Shinto’s self-righteousness and
narrow-mindedness prevented it from expressing itself in thought, even
though he had occasion to observe many Buddhists who had drawn close to
and ingratiated themselves with Shinto. Suzuki’s statements during the war
period reµect his fear that unless Zen found new ideas in which to express
itself, not only would it be of no use to contemporary society, it would also
compromise itself with the currents of the times and would in the end have a
negative effect on the course of history. He further argued from the results of
his own study of Zen that those Buddhists whose names have come down to
us in posterity achieved a thought that was suited to the conditions and
society of their day, as in the case of Rinzai”s “Person” and Bankei’s idea of
the “Unborn.” Suzuki also prided himself on the fact that he was the ³rst
person in Zen to attempt a history of Zen thought.

But what is thought? The Japanese term shisõ („`) ordinarily combines
three elements: a knowledge of present conditions, an understanding of the
way things ought to be, and a means to realize the way things ought to be. In
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other words, thought always includes a recognition of the values of contem-
porary society but must have lasting, not merely ephemeral, signi³cance.
Although Zen experience or satori, the experience of ultimate reality, is an
intuitive experience that transcends history and society and can only be
understood by another when it is made conscious and expressed, Zen experi-
ence itself is value-neutral. It is without plan or continuity. How then are Zen
experience and thought connected? In Suzuki’s own case, there was no
avoiding the question, since thought meant for him Zen thought. How
exactly does “Zen experience” become “Zen thought”?

If Zen thought is not born immediately of Zen experience, what makes
it “Zen”? As Suzuki explains it, Zen thought is always particular to the indi-
vidual who has it. There is no Zen thought in general. It is always and ever
the expression of a speci³c, de³nite process of ratiocination. When this
process takes place in a Zen Buddhist, it can be called Zen thought. This of
course raises the question, How does one decide who is a Zen Buddhist? The
conventional wisdom in Japan has it that Zen Buddhists include the masters
(beginning with Bodhidharma), persons who propagate Zen, and lay
Buddhists such as Suzuki. But if we de³ne Zen thought as no more than
what happens when a Zen Buddhist thinks, then the term seems superµuous.
If this term is to mean anything, surely there must be a more important con-
nection between Zen and thought, and surely this connection must possess
certain de³ning characteristics. Does this mean that Zen and thought neces-
sarily entail one another? Zen people in general may try to deny that any such
entailment exists and that there is anything de³nitively characteristic about
“Zen thought.” Yet Suzuki insists that there is such a thing as Zen thought—
that indeed there must be. Therein lies his new Zen thought.

It is said that Zen Buddhism “does not rely on words and letters; it is a
separate tradition outside the teachings.” It has no ³xed body of doctrine
because the basis of Zen is experience, which is prior to doctrine. Zen expe-
rience always ³nds new modes of expressing itself, depending on the time
and social circumstances in which it takes place, just as its teaching is contin-
ually growing and developing through the lives and thinking of individual
Zen Buddhists. Though it professes not to rely on words and letters, it has
produced a vast body of literature. As long as Zen is propagated and remains
in existence, it must ³nd such expression. Suzuki’s “Zen thought” is one
example of this.

The question of the relationship between Zen experience and Zen
thought is not incidental to the relationship between religion and society.
Suzuki’s idea is that Zen transcends thought and morality but does not ignore
them. Zen experience as such is independent of time and place, but as it takes
place in human beings who live at a particular time and in a particular society,
from the very moment it seeks expression it relies on language, praxis, and so
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forth. That is, it takes on a worldly meaning. This leads to two important
questions. First, to what extent is the individual aware of the meaning this
expression has in the world? Second, how wide and how deep is the individ-
ual’s awareness of the time and society in which he or she lives? These are
not questions of non-discriminating wisdom (prajñ„) but of discriminating
knowledge (vijñ„na) that involves the intelligence and education of the per-
son who has had the Zen experience. Zen consciousness and Zen thought
differ according to one’s learning and intellect.

For Suzuki, spirituality entails a thoroughgoing Great Mercy (Ø«),
Great Compassion (Ø²), Vow (½X), and “boundless and inexhaustible
aspiration” ([Œ[eu«X).44 Zen experience for him is precisely the “awak-
ening” of this spirituality at its very source. In this sense, it may be considered
the fountainhead of Mah„y„na Buddhism. His idea of “Zen thought” con-
sists in the identi³cation of Zen experience with the awakening to spirituality
and stresses the realization of Great Mercy and Great Compassion. For him,
“Zen experience” that lacks this awakening to spirituality, Great Mercy, and
Great Compassion is not Zen experience at all. This is why a living Zen
thought is needed today.

In this connection, he criticized Zen Buddhists who put too much stress
on the kõan and also those who valued enlightenment (î¼¬Ø, ðo) over
the salvation of sentient beings here below (45L´, 0o). In other words,
Suzuki felt that in the contemporary world of Zen too much emphasis was
being laid on “Zen experience” to the neglect of the saving acts of mercy
(L´òE). In the Four Universal Vows of a Bodhisattva, the vow to save all
sentient beings without exception (L´[Œ½XE) precedes the vow to extin-
guish all the de³led passions (˜ñ[e½X?).45 This is also part of the “Zen
thought” of Suzuki, who understood Zen Buddhism as Mah„y„na.

As shown in the Oxherding Pictures, the third stage, ³nding the ox, still
leaves seven stages to go. Traditionally, the ascetical practice following the
attainment of satori (¸Ì˜ï) was considered much more important than the
ascetical practice undertaken to attain satori in the ³rst place. The fact that it
is so demanding shows just how dif³cult it is to understand the times and
society one lives in and how dif³cult it is to transform Zen experience into
Zen thought. In any case, Zen experience by itself is not enough. “Unless
one’s will and feelings have become Zen, the experience is not genuine.” Even
after awakening, “effort is required…until Zen and the personality function
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in unison.”46 (In fact, Š„kyamuni and Maitreya are said to be doing ascetical
practice still.) By continuous practice throughout one’s life and the renewal
of satori over and over, one deepens Zen experience, and this in turn gives
shape to a creative discriminating insight independent of how much or how
broad one’s previous insight had been. This is the way in which doctrine
comes to life and Zen thought takes form.

Zen and War

Even though Zen experience is said to transcend all thought, the claim has
been made that Zen thought and Zen consciousness have played a particular
role in promoting warfare, even within Buddhism. In an essay published in
1914, Suzuki wrote:

Someone asked a Zen practicer his opinion on the present war. The prac-
ticer answered, “I have no particular opinion, and in particular I have no
opinion as a Zen practicer.” …Zen practicers have no set view with
regard to war—at least I as an individual have no set views.47

This may be, but during both the Sino-Japanese War and the Paci³c War,
Zen was very popular. It is also true that Zen gained popularity in tandem
with the development of the warrior class during the Kamakura period. In
his book Zen and Japanese Culture Suzuki admits that Zen gave ethical and
philosophical support to the warrior class insofar as it taught that in the face
of any circumstance one should be prepared to risk one’s life without hesita-
tion: “Ethically, because Zen teaches that once one has decided on a certain
course, one should not look back; philosophically, because it treats both life
and death with impartiality.”48 The context of these remarks was the warrior
class in Japanese history, not the military in the modern state, but it seems a
short and logical step to substitute soldier for samurai and thus apply Zen’s
spiritual composure and its transcendence of life and death to the present
world as well.

The emphasis on the here-and-now in Zen thought breaks the ties
between before and after. It breaks with all value judgments and distinctions
between good and evil. Recognizing this here-and-now and stressing it as
“non-thought” is also part of Zen thought. The distinction is important, as is
the fact that during the war this idea in effect encouraged soldiers to push on
and do battle without a thought, totally unconcerned with the historical and
social circumstances. The emphasis on the here-and-now is related to the Zen
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idea that “wherever you stand is the right place” (CÐ„O) and the ideal of
“becoming a master of one’s circumstances” („Ð6ü). By discouraging one
from pausing to think rationally, such teaching blinds one to the realities of
history and society. Any situation whatsoever, any setting can become “true,”
so that one can even murder enthusiastically. Such Zen ideas of the here-and-
now are particularly ef³cacious in time of war, as not a few Zen Buddhists
recognized during the Second World War, lending the arm of Zen to the war
effort.

For his part, Suzuki never stressed this kind of thinking. As noted above,
he stated emphatically that “Zen absolutely never teaches one to throw one’s
life away.” His idea of what constituted Zen thought is altogether different.
In Zen and Japanese Culture, which was written in 1938 just prior to the out-
break of the World War, he does note the connection between Zen and
samurai culture, which may lead the modern reader to assume that he had
the modern soldier in mind, but this was not the case. His intention was to
show that since Zen experience itself is value-neutral, it can be adapted to
various times and societies. The here-and-now is the key to Zen experience,
but one must be wary of emphasizing it without quali³cation.

Zen and Suzuki’s View of the Japanese People

Leaving for the United States of America at the age of twenty-six and
encountering a totally different civilization and culture in his ten years of life
there, Suzuki was forced to compare Japanese and American culture and civ-
ilization and to rethink his own identity in the process. This led him to some
remarkably accurate observations on the merits and demerits of America in
the early, formative stages of a capitalist society upheld by modern scienti³c
technology. He turned a similar eye on his homeland and wrote a consider-
able body of social commentary. During his life in the United States, Suzuki
had to rethink and reintegrate his own identity, and this brought him to a
heightened realization that an indispensable element of his identity was the
fact that he was not American but Japanese, not Christian but Buddhist. That
he should have loved his homeland and been concerned for its welfare is
hardly to be wondered at. Still, as we noted above, throughout his life he
never absolutized his country or made it his primary concern. He was not a
nationalist or national supremacist. He remained a religious person who
sought to base his life on his own religious experience or “spirituality,” a
believer in the universality of the spiritual dimension who was both a cos-
mopolie and an individualist.

Whether one accepts Suzuki’s idea of spirituality depends greatly on how
that spirituality is expressed in the concrete. Spirituality (‘§) was not a term
of his own coinage, but it appears already in his ³rst essay “The Land of
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Spiritual Peace and Enlightenment.”49 In his later writings, expressions like
“spiritual awakening” and “Japanese spirituality” became important elements
in his discussion of Zen thought. Was Suzuki ever able to formulate a satis-
factory explanation of what he meant by the word? For all his talk about the
universality of spirituality, are his arguments really convincing? Time and
again he stressed the importance of explaining Buddhism in rational,
European languages, and he himself wrote over thirty volumes in English in
an attempt to do so. A familiar refrain in his writings is that insofar as one
seeks to explain in words, then one’s words must be based on reason and be
rationally convincing. Otherwise, the explanations will lack universality. In
principle, therefore, he believed that what cannot be rationally explained to a
non-Japanese, cannot be explained to a Japanese either. Suzuki spent his life
in the pursuit of trying to express the inexpressible. If he was not able to
explain Zen Buddhism completely, it is because it is a task that must always
be left incomplete and handed on to posterity.

The problem of explaining Zen rationally is the problem of our attitude
to matters we cannot convince ourselves of rationally. Do we simply admit
that certain things exist without a rational explanation, or do we refuse to
allow that possibility and simply deny them from the start? Suzuki once made
a remark to the effect that Americans could not understand Zen. And when
asked whether anyone in the United States understood Zen, he replied with
a µat, “No.”50 Some have read this exchange and concluded that Suzuki was
convinced that Americans cannot understand Zen, that Zen is something
superior and special that only Japanese can appreciate. They further read into
his comments the belief that the Japanese people themselves are somehow
special and superior. Nothing could be further from the truth in Suzuki’s
case, and only a complete disregard for context can yield such conclusions.
Interest in Zen in the Western world has a very short history, and the lack of
understanding only demonstrates the dif³culty of Buddhism’s advance east-
ward. As Suzuki himself clearly stated, “It is not something that can be
accomplished in one or two years, or ten or twenty. It may take ³fty or a hun-
dred years, but there is no cause for worry.”51
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It took centuries for Buddhism to spread from India to China and cen-
turies more to spread from China to Japan. In the course of its history
Buddhism took on speci³cally Chinese and speci³cally Japanese forms. If
Buddhism is to spread through the Western world, it is obvious that it will
take time, and also that it will take forms quite different from those of Jap-
anese Buddhism. D. T. Suzuki was a pioneer in introducing and propagating
Buddhism, especially Zen Buddhism, to the world of the West. For this, at
the very least, history will remember him.

[TRANSLATED BY RICHARD SZIPPL & THOMAS KIRCHNER]
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