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An Essay on Death and Life Studies, Part 2

Susumu Shimazono

In Part 1 of this essay the author examined the meaning of the Japanese term
shiseigaku (death and life studies), since the 1980’s intending to understand the
social needs for this new academic endeavor and to adumbrate the area with
which death and life studies is concerned. The analysis was focused on the
reason why the term has been gathering great interest among a wide range of
the public in the last quarter of the twentieth century, at the time of rapid
growth of technology and cultural transformation. In this Part 2 the author
turns his attention to the term shiseikan (views of death and life) which is
closely associated with shiseigaku. The term shiseikan was first used by
Totsudo Kato, who is known as the author of many books on popular Buddhist
teachings. In his book Shiseikan (Views of Death and Life) published in 1904,
Totsudo explained views of death and life in religions, philosophy and science,
introducing in detail those of founders of religions, thinkers, philosophers and
heroes for whom he had high respect and sympathy. Through these
discussions he attempted to show his answer to “the death and life problem”,
that is, how contemporary people can face the fact of death, the loss of one’s
own life. He assumed that the view of death and life of bushi (Japanese warriors
or samurai) in Tokugawa period, exemplified by Soko Yamaga, Chusai Oshio
and Shoin Yoshida, is the model to be followed. For bushi individual spirit was
not important, but one’s unity with the eternal existence of the cosmic entity
was believed in. He also assumed that it was not different from the true
Buddhist doctrine and also from the new philosophical ideas of his age.
Totsudo was proud of his grounding in the bushi family and believed that the
views of death and life of bushido (the way of samurai) tradition of Japan fit the
contemporary people familiar with scientific knowledge but discontented with
the scientific view of life and death. It was the time when, in accordance with
the making of the Japanese nation state, the establishment of the national
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spiritual tradition was longed for and when books about cultivation of persons
and those about bushido were starting to be published. It was also the time
when comparative study of various spiritual traditions such as religious studies
was introduced and started to be shared. Totsudo Kato, fed by these
intellectual streams, attempted to show the way of death and life thought to be
pertinent to the modern Japanese. In this way he gave unique meaning to the
word shisetkan.
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