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Abstract

The School of Graduate Studies,
The Open University of Japan

Masahiro TANJI

Nichiren’s method of recognizing the world

The purpose of this dissertation which consists of six chapters and two
addendums is to demonstrate the Nichiren’s method of recognizing the
world, who lived in the Kamakura period and is one of the most famous and
influential Buddhist priests even today.

The reason why Nichiren has long been popular is because he has been
considered to be an extremely enthusiastic priest having very firm religious
faith, not having objective way of thinking. However, he can be thought to be
by far more detached person also through his own handwritten records and
documents.

From this perspective the first chapter describes what occurred to
Nichiren after the political persecution imposed on him that he was about to
be beheaded in 1271. That persecution has been said to be the most critical
event in his whole life. Therefore, it has long been analyzed and studied
enthusiastically by the Nichiren sects for centuries and these researches
have tended to favor what happened to Nichiren spiritually and subjectively,
mainly focusing on his metaphysical changes such as his transformation
from a human being into a kind of super being.

Nevertheless, what is important now is to learn more about the changes in
his way of thinking compared to his life before the persecution. For instance,
in those days, Japanese including Nichiren widely accepted a unique world
outlook which was strongly rooted on Japanese Buddhism’s concept known
as Sangoku-Sekaikan, meaning that this world consists of just three

countries, namely, India, China and Japan. It also means that Japan is the



indispensable part of the globe spiritually.

However, during the Kamakura period Japanese had already extended
their geographical perception further because of the revolutionary
development in trade, traffic and distribution domestically and
internationally. This kind of awareness has made the way of thinking
among Japanese to become more objective and realistic.

That is why Nichiren’s handwritten records and documents, in particular
the words and phrases which he used frequently also show that there were
many changes which were physical and objective, not metaphysical and
subjective. Then these characteristics of Nichiren can be found after the
political persecution he experienced.

As a result of the changes the persecution made, he established the new
world view which was quite different from Sangoku-Sekaikan, the old one.
According to the new outlook, this real world is made of many countries and
regions aside from the said three countries and Japan is just a small part of
the globe. Therefore, the new world view, Nichiren established, would be
called Ichienbudai-Sekaikan which came from a Buddhist’s term, meaning
“The World.”

In the addendum of the first chapter, it is proven that the term /l¢ten-Sikar
meaning “The World”, which has been considered as the representative word
of Nichiren’s teachings for centuries is not the word that he actually used by
himself.

Although this term has been popular even today, it appeared unnaturally
after Nichiren’s death and replaced the term Ichienbudai at a certain time.
There might be some reasons among Nichiren’s disciples who did not want
to resist the political power unlike their mentor. That is because although
both terms have a similar meanings /¢ten-Sikai seemed like more
unagitated than Jchienbudari.

The second chapter focuses on the problem between Nichiren’s plan for
gaining political-legitimacy and his plan for religious-orthodoxy. As for this
problem it has been considered that Nichiren was attached to the latter,
however based on his remarks there were not only the latter but the strong
willingness to seek the political-power through obtaining the majority in
society. And to get the both, he thought to spread his doctrine not just in
Japan but over Korean peninsula, China and the rest of the world as well.
After Nichiren achieved his new world outlook he actually planned to gain
the political-legitimacy and religious-orthodoxy in Japan via spreading his

doctrine over the world.



The third chapter copes with Nichiren’s relativization of Japan’s political
power after his persecution. As for this theme, it has been explained by
Shakuson-Goryokan, meaning this world is originally owned and controlled
by Shakyamuni-Buddha. However, this conception is based on the religious
meanings, and there should have been the different perspective which is
related to more realistic thought and knowledge such as geography, foreign
relationship and so on because Nichiren lived in the period having a lot of
development in these fields. When it takes the epochal consequence into
consideration, it is obvious that as Nichiren got shifted his way of thinking
from religious to more realistic, he extended his limited geographic
knowledge based on Sangoku-Sekaikan to the more broaden world including
so called the central, south, and south-eastern Asia regions in these days. As
a result of that he used the new geographic term Getsushi, instead of
Tenjiku which traditionally means India. Aside from these changes,
Nichiren reevaluated Korean peninsula as the country which Japan should
have appreciated more due to the fact that Buddhism was introduced to
Japan from Korea.

The forth chapter features the issue of Nichiren’s awareness of foreign
countries, because this theme has been unclear in the history of research
about him due to a kind of confusion in interpretations about his records
and documents. Actually, some studies have said that Nichiren should have
aimed to invade foreign countries not only by his doctrine but military forces
as well while some have said did not. Then as a result of the careful analysis
about his own handwritten documents, it was proven that his real aim was
just to spread his doctrine out in foreign countries not to conquer them via
militaristic invasion unlike some of his worshippers believed so before the
end of the second World War.

In addition to it, Nichiren addressed his unique doctrine in his documents
that Japan’s Buddhism based on his own creed should get abroad via
Korean peninsula, China and India in the future, instead of the general
Buddhism coming to Japan from these regions.

The fifth chapter focuses on the relation between Nichiren and the
Japanese collections of stories having a lot of Buddhism myths. It has been
long said that the reason why Nichiren often made use of them was just
because of encouragements and preaching to his worshippers. Nevertheless,
collections of stories were not just the sources of such kinds of things but the
essential elements in his own unique doctrines also, for example he
withdraws the term Ichienbudai not from Buddhist sutras but from one of



Japan’s collections of stories titled Hobutsushu. As this fact shows, Nichiren
learned a lot of things from many collections of stories and internalized the
essentials of them aside from Buddhist sutras.

The addendum of the fifth chapter proves that the same thing as the fifth
chapter shows can be found in the document which Nippo who is one of
Nichiren’s disciples wrote, recording the contents of his mentor’s direct
lecture.

The sixth chapter features that even the record of Nichiren’s miracle which
was written by Nichiren himself, its essential part came from 7The Tale of
the Heike which is one of the most popular historical war chronicles having
the wide variety of versions. Namely, just when Nichiren was about to be
beheaded in 1271 as the first chapter mentions, some kind of lightning
appeared over the sky above the execution site suddenly and Nichiren
managed to survive. About this miracle he wrote what happened to him on
letters to his worshippers later. However, a similar kind of story related to
some kind of lightning can be found in one of the versions of The Tale of the
Heike.

This shows that Nichiren would like to express his miracle, regardless
whether such kind of phenomenon like miracle really occurred or not, he
might have picked out the big clue from The Tale of the Heike when he
wanted to express about his experience. Eventually, this thing indicates how
Nichiren heavily relied on Japanese stories and chronicles as well as
Buddhist sutras.

As stated above, Nichiren’s method of recognizing the world consisted of
three pillars, namely religion-based elements, real society-based elements
and the viewpoint from the deeply linked relation between Japan and the
world, not just religion-based factors unlike it has been claimed for many
centuries. Especially his viewpoint overcoming the recognition based on
Sangoku-Sekaikan which was widely accepted during the Kamakura period,
1s a quite unique way of thinking in Japan in those days. It means that
Nichiren’s thought really broke new grounds in consideration among
Japanese Medieval Time and this kind of way of thinking can hardly be
found not only in Japan’s history but in the world’s history as well. It would
also be able to be considered as an unprecedented discovery of Japanese in
the 13th century.
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