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Summaries

Kiyozawa Manshi’s Outlook on Life and Ethics

Nobuhiro Yamamoto

In recent years we have been confronted with a variety of new and unique
ethical issues. The purpose of this thesis is to seek a well defined and realistic
method for solving these ethical problems from a Shin-Buddhist viewpoint. In this
thesis, I concentrate on the outlook on the life and ethics of one particular person
from the Meiji era.

1. Kiyozawa Manshi [1863-1903} is known as a monk of the Shinsha
-Otani sect who rediscovered the Tannisho. He is also famous as a philosopher
representative of the Meiji era in Japan. In his discussion regarding the philosophy
of religion, he always starts his discourse from the viewpoint of ‘organic
organization’. By this he means that the total of finite things, including so-called
inorganic substances such as stones, have ‘Life’ and that these things compose the
entire (infinite) world. Such thought comprises the groundwork of his philosophy
of religion.

2. However, the above philosophical standpoint engenders a fundamental
problem, namely: how can we clarify the difference between what is animate and
what is inanimate; or, of even more significance, how can we identify differences
between human beings and the other entities that occupy our universe.

We can say that the driving motivation behind Kiyozawa’s thought is aimed
at establishing a system of echics based on religion. For him, religion can help only
those people who believe in the existence of “the infinite” and devote themselves

to it. That is to say, the issue of whether or not an individual can find confort in
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religion depends on his or her own personal experience. Therefore, Kiyozawa admits
that, to some degree, religion cannot avoid displaying a tendency toward human-
centrism. In such a view, equality of life never applies equally to both human beings
and all of the other matter that constitutes nature.

3. This contradiction complicates the understanding of his thought. One of
the reasons he specially treats humans is because they are the only ones endowed
with awareness. This awareness derives from realizing that all things in the world
are originally related to each other and compose a oneness (Infinity). Though we
have a kind of special ability to grasp the concept of oneness, and though each of
us has the capability to recognize him or herself as a component of that oneness, we
can never be the oneness itself as long as we are in this world. In this way, Kiyozawa
considers human beings to be an existence half awakened in this sense. And,
definitely in this point, it is clear that Kiyozawa views human beings as an existence
whose uniqueness lays its ability to pursue religion.

4. This awareness is brought about by a kind of belief. Kiyozawa agrees with
Shinran in his promotion of a two-fold system of faith whereby: one must believe
in the inferiority or stupidity of oneself; and, on the other hand, believe in oneself
as living in absolute oneness. This way of thinking can only derive from a deep
faith. It is easy to point out that there is an obvious contradiction between these
two faiths. However, Kiyozawa insists that passion is the most important factor in
religion. He says that only passion can link two faiths together and make them one.

Once one attains this kind of deep faith, he can transcend both life and death,
and then also regain dignity from the oneness within himself. Kiyozawa says that
if a man acquires an understanding of the inescapability of death he will never feel
suffering in his life, and will be able to handle life’s vicissitudes with a peaceful
mind. In other words, he insists that such an attitude can support our ethics in a
practical and demonstrable manner.

5. Depending on how we evaluate his thought, he could be seen as
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disregarding moral ethics. However, Kiyozawa’s claims rest merely on his own
mental attitude toward life and death. In interpreting Kiyozawa’s words, one must
realize that he never insists that all people should share his outlook on death. This
means that even if one is allowed to confess ones faith in public, we cannot force
a certain faith on another person as long as faith is something that is based on
personal experience. Admitting that ethics tends to demand rules, Kiyozawa insists

we must also continue having a viewpoint beyond the normal ethic.

305 (132)





