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Is Hisamatsu’s Post-Modern World
“Utopian”?
Jeff Shore

Freedom of the spirit belongs only to him who no longer
feels history as an exterior imposition, and who begins to
apprehend it as an interior event of spiritual significance.

— Berdyaev (1874-1948 )

It is an honor to speak before this gathering of the Society for
Zen Studies.

For twenty-five years now I've sought to understand what is
true “Zen Studies”—— what that combination of words really should
mean. I'm still struggling with that question. Neither a Zen monk nor
a real scholar as such, I frankly do not consider myself qualified to
speak about either. In spite of my own reservations though, I have
been asked to speak. I consider it a precious opportunity to discuss

with and learn from the audience.

Shin’ichi Hisamatsu was a student of Kitaré Nishida and a Zen
thinker in his own right; he practiced Zen as a layman under Shédzan
Tkegami Roshi and others. Later, he was the inspiration behind the
FAS Society, and was active as a tea master and calligrapher. He

passed away eighteen years ago.

This is a revised version of a lecture, given in Japanese, for the
68th Annual Conference on Zen Studies, held at Hanazono
University, November 15, 1997 .
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Interest in his thought and practice has flourished recently in
the West: a growing English-language journal publishes translations
of and commentaries on his writings; FAS-style retreat-seminars in
Holland have been well attended, and the fourth annual one is planned
for this summer; many Zen groups around the world now recite the
FAS Society’s “Vow of Humankind.”

Some of the ideas and practices that have drawn Westerners
to Hisamatsu and his FAS Society include: Hisamatsu’s stress on a
universally-applicable practice combined with his criticism' of
traditional monastic Zen, specifically the fundamental koan rather
than adherence to the present koan system, and mutual inquiry rather
than formal and authoritarian sanzen-dokusan; also of interest is the
“Vow of Humankind,” a contemporary expression, free of Buddhist

jargon, of the human “ideal.”

Toward the end of his life, however, Hisamatsu labelled himself
a “Postmodernist,” and championed what he called the “Postmodern
World” and “Postmodern Thought.” While there is, as just mentioned,
a growing appreciation of Hisamatsu and FAS worldwide, his
postmodern thought, on the other hand, has been repeatedly criticized,
or simply ignored. Why? What are the value, and limits, of these

criticisms?

Very briefly, Hisamatsu’s postmodern thought has been
criticized by Westerners because it is 1) lacking in concreteness, 2)

elitist, 3) a perfectionistic utopianism, extremely unrealistic, and thus
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doomed to virtual irrelevancy, 4) subversive —— even dangerous. In
a word, at best naively utopian, at worst downright dangerous. Let’s

look at these criticisms in a little more detail.

1 ) Hisamatsu’s postmodern world lacks concreteness :

Unfortunately, Hisamatsu does not lay out how humanity
can move beyond nation-states to a world system, how
the world’s system might be organized, or how regional

3 (1
disputes are to be arbitrated.

In brief, Hisamatsu has not shown “how might humanity
actually establish that system”; Hisamatsu did not fill out the specifics
in his postmodern system: the problems of “racism, sexism, child
abuse, pollution, resource depletion, the threat of nuclear war” are

a 2
mentioned.
2 ) It is elitist:

With regard to the creation of a ‘postmodern’ world he
seems to be saying, in effect, that... ‘'one must have a
thoroughly vivid Zen realization.” Although Hisamatsu
provides a new form of Zen practice for the laity, does
he not end up offering another ethic for the elite, for the

3
awakened few?

3 ) It is extremely unrealistic: Questioning the possibility of
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Hisamatsu’s negation of the nation-state and transference of

sovereignty to all humankind, another scholar argues, “On what
= i : g 2 , @ i

realistic foundation can he assume its actualization?” A third scholar

echoes a similar sentiment:

His thinking is extremely unrealistic because even a
cursory glance at today's world indicates that the
[ nation- ) state, for all its manifold faults, will

I5)
undoubtedly be around for some time to come.

That it is a perfectionistic utopianism :

The setting forth of the trans-national ideal, taken in
conjunction with the total repudiation of the efficacy of
less ‘exalted’ forms of international social organization
and cooperation, reveals a perfectionistic utopianism of

the most sentimental type. ®

That it is doomed to virtual irrelevancy :

If the negation of the nation-state is insisted upon as a
sine qua nom, the Zen commitment to history as
annunciated by Hisamatsu seems doomed to virtual
irrelevancy as regards the pressing perplexities of social

and political life. "
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4 ) That it is subversive:

Since all human institutions seek to maintain themselves,
it seems that FAS seeks the total destruction of society
as it exists today, in the hope that the new postmodern

society will be established. Is this not subversion? a
Finally, that it is dangerous:

I find his thinking ‘dangerous’ because it suggests that
the only thing necessary for Buddhists (and others) to
do is ‘awake’ to the inevitability of a supra-national world.
Yet, what happens (as is most likely) if the death of the

- 1]
nation-state does not occur?

These criticisms come from four Western scholars, all of whom
I know and respect, and all of whom are also committed to Zen practice
and otherwise appreciate Hisamatsu and the FAS Society. Further,
although they are the ones who have dealt with Hisamatsu's
post-modern thought in most detail, such criticisms are not limited
to these four scholars; this same attitude prevails almost universally
among Westerners. This is one reason why I think it important to

examine these criticisms.

Some may consider the above critiques too harsh. On the
contrary, they do not go far enough. Let us look at them once again

to see what I mean.
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First of all, Hisamatsu does not mean to deny or belittle the
concrete issues, although it does sound that way at times. Rather,
he challenges us to grasp them in a whole new, fundamentally
“subjective” way. This central point has not been sufficiently
understood by his critics. For example, when asked about the struggles
of “actual societies” and the need for “radical reformation” of society,

Hisamatsu responds:

That kind of question presented based on the actual
problems, radical as it may sound, is not radical at all.
For us it’s not like that because it comes from what is
originally one.... Unless there is penetration into the basic
problem, there will remain such points in question; when
there is penetration into the basic problem, they will cease

to exist of themselves.

It is essential to see that he is not simply denying the concrete
problems, nor is he speaking from —— or of —— a utopian ideal.
On the contrary, he’s standing right in the eye of the storm, or the
“basic problem” as he calls it; elsewhere he speaks of “the inner

demand of human beings.”m

The same holds true for the second criticism that his
postmodern world is limited to the elitist few. For the true basis of
such awakened self-awareness is not individual(s) who get awakened:
“It is no mere individual self-awareness, but the original self-awareness
of all human beings.” o Nothing could be further from elitism. This

“original self-awareness of all human beings” directly connects the



22 BRFERANARE—ORR bEF AR LERICRIT2HH—

THNETED EFTEXIHHich 5 —ELbiR->TAHAET L, LICH
B TWEYT, LRL+2EELELDEELDH, Lok & Lz
DY XM b Db, EVREE ) TREBVEBWET. #fi3te LA MR
EXH, plof, (MUK T 2 BENERR (ThbhbhAKiTizeZ b5
FARZLEZBDPERY, EWSEER) L. EOVWOSBYIEEHRTDICL
Th MZ 9, BOAKREILH D WO BEN2— P ETHEBER L OM
FRENLENTVWAOTY, ROEZA, 25 Lz, ERENTDH
D, =2—bETHRRZOTIIRWVWTL X 55,

ELICARIE. T ENTRVWEEBOERESERD Wi h0oHRESE
FoEETD bOTRHVERA, ZOB-TEHERBEEITNZERIC
RO L S 2BTERH Y T, #HE [HR] Oof v FE=2—T, BEFEEA
BOEZOEHNELT L F—F L a A TREDRARE) LE-TND
DOTTH, ZO8GZ2ZOHEFRR LIz L E " completely useless (£-
fe RiTETen) 1 & LTV ET. ZOBRBBE T, 2hidtr L5, "would
not work (5 %< VARV, OHEBNNEBNET.

ARORR h® A F L BBE, —HC TE5k<IEFTTD BBRLLT
BELTLE RO, AROBERZEZSTAELLTLES S Z LiTRY
¥4, fiEARfAEPETET L, TEHE-THOR, dhiEdbirA T, (F
) HROENRL Y HOEST/EFTRWTRW, BLAEIRMRELT, %
LT—RABRL bAVT RV, ), LES—HT, 20OV LbLK, (¥5 (E
] HFEBDLEWHZLITRBLENWENEHY ETH, f$k, FEThaE
BEBARV- LLBRTWBOTT, ABREHUTEALBIE, 2025
DIFBED X S IHEVDL OPEIOPHERTV RV EBVET,

BERZ L, TO "EoTe{iEFTH BELWIBRTMRNLLEH
iz, "HEHD LIRS RELCHETAI L ERL S, TRE, BETH



Is Hisamatsu's Post-Modern World “Utopian™— 23

“F” (Formless self-awakening) and “A” (All humankind) of “FAS.”

What about the criticisms that Hisamatsu’s postmodern world
is unrealistic, utopian, and thus irrelevant? It certainly can seem that
way. When speaking of the postmodern revolution, however, he
challenges, “I would like people to change their way of thinking that
wonders when it should happen (Laughter). If they want, they can

- - - - . - - - Ua
do so in an instant. That is historical time, creative time.”

Looking again at these criticisms: they're certainly reasonable.
But have they gone far enough —— are they themselves sustainable?
No. They vacillate between anti-Buddhist, self-defeating pessimism
under the pretense of “realism” on the one hand (we, the masses,
probably will not realize such a thing) and hopeless utopianism on
the other (such realization is “over there,” in the future, if at all). It

is the critiques themselves that are, finally, unrealistic and utopian.

Nor is Hisamatsu arguing “the total repudiation of the efficacy
of less ‘exalted’ forms of international social organization and
cooperation.” This is a serious blunder based, in large part, on a forced
mistranslation by the critic, who renders the interviewer’s (not
Hisamatsu’s) spoken “Dame nanda” as “completely useless” when it

should read something like “would not work.” "

To reduce Hisamatsu’s postmodern thought to a one-sided
“total repudiation” completely misses his point. To give a simple
example, Hisamatsu states negatively: “The United Nations won'’t do....

No mere combination of nations of the world will do. Nations ought
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to be dissolved to return to oneness.” Yet he also states positively,
a little later in the same discussion: “There are various ways to move
towards collecting nations, but in the future such a movement is
inevitable.” = Hisamatsu’s critics have not yet seen what holds these

two standpoints together.

Unfortunately, this “total repudiation” mistake has provided
much fuel for further literal and reductionistic misreadings. For
example, the “subversion” that “seeks the total destruction of society
as it exists today.” (It is interesting that this criticism comes from
an Evangelical theologian. How, I wonder, does he understand Christ’s

teachings if not as a fundamental overthrowing and “subversion”?)

Statements of profound religiosity often sound utopian and
unrealistic, even subversive and dangerous. But such religious
expressions can serve as entrances into that of which they speak ——
provided that we truly listen, and enter therein.

Hisamatsu’s postmodern thought, as any deeply religious
thought, is subversive in a sense. But it goes without saying that it
does not literally seek “the total destruction of society as it exists

today.”

Hisamatsu’s thinking is not “dangerous” either, at least not in
the sense intended by his critic. Hisamatsu is not passively suggesting
that “the only thing necessary for Buddhists (and others) to do is
‘awake’ to the inevitability of a supra-national world.” (This critic also

bases his critique on the “total repudiation” mistake.)
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All the concrete issues and social concerns are important and
must be addressed. Hisamatsu is challenging us, however, to actually
stand where both the fundamental problem and these particular issues
are one, and work from there. He calls it “...a religious world, yet
it never separates from history.” " Also see Hisamatsu’s interpretation
of The Vimalakirti Sutra’s “Realizing the affairs of an ordinary person

( history, world ] without abandoning the Dharma-Way.” * Elsewhere
see how he takes up the Buddhist expression “Creating [ all dharmas ]
without parting from Awakening (lit: Ultimate Reality] .” " This
is the “S” of “FAS” (Supra-historical history; transcending history
while creating history). Far from being passive, utopian or unrealistic,

this is the most pressing “inner demand” of the ever-present moment.

Where is that critic standing when he argues “Yet, what happens
(as is most likely) if the death of the nation-state does not occur?”
Or another critic, assuming that Hisamatsu has forgotten the “fallen”
nature of humans: “Zen political thought, howver, cannot but
presuppose the egoism of the overwhelming majority of the agents

Y
of history, even while criticizing it.”

On the surface such “realist” statements seem to make sense,
but perhaps it is precisely this type of thinking that is most

»

“dangerous.” Rather than stand on the sidelines quibbling over
whether or not the game can be won —— or even played — we
must jump into the fray; there’s no other way. Hisamatsu has done

that; now he is challenging us to do it.

Hisamatsu’s postmodern thought will come under criticism for
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some time to come. As it should. His living vision of a postmodern
world, however, even with all its problems and weaknesses, is a
precious and truly fundamental response to the contemporary world.
One need only consider how many other such responses has the

Japanese Zen world produced?

It is not just a criticism of the objective, so-called “nation-state”
which we consider ourselves a part of, but more fundamentally, a
penetrating “subjective” attack on our delusive identification with it.
Further, it is a challenge to decisively free ourselves from it, realize
true autonomy, and work from there. This does not mean violently
destroying nation-states; nor does it mean denying them as such ——
or the possibility of working within them.

Hisamatsu’s postmodern thought is not the confused rambling
of a senile old man. It is in complete accord with the principles of
FAS, the fundamental koan, and the “Vow of Humankind.” It is
Hisamatsu’s fullest and finest fruition. Without understanding it, can
we understand the ultimate import of the fundamental koan or the
“Vow of Humankind”? Without grasping Hisamatsu’s postmodern
world / thought as a WHOLE, we fail to see it at all.

Finally, the living postmodern world is neither a mere ideal,
nor is it simply real. It’s always HERE (realized / actualized) and also
in-the-making (realizing / actualizing). It cannot be reduced to one or
the other. It is an actualiz-ED-ING eschatology, what Lin-chi [ Rinzai ]
calls “always ON-THE-WAY”: it must be actualized, and such

actualization continually gives rise to itself anew.
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This is not mere Buddhist theory —— it is the living, active
and vitally real WORLD. We must continue to critically question
whether it has been made concrete or not, just as we must also

continually work from within the whole/ as the whole to make it so.
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