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Until recent times Buddhism was found almost exclusively in Asia.
But Buddhism has now come West and is establishing itself as a
significant part of the religious tapestry of Europe and North America.
To a certain degree, a transformation of both Buddhism and the religious
fabric of the West has resulted. As empirical realities, religions are not
timeless essences which are unaffected by changing times and
circumstances. They are shaped, to some extent, by the interests and
agendas of their adherents, and they are continually redefining

themselves by responding to fresh challenges and issues.

What happens when an ancient religion encounters modernization and
globalization, when it moves from the traditional cultures with which it
has been associated for centuries into very different cultural contexts?
The story of Buddhism’s introduction to the West can be seen as a
fascinating case study of how an ancient religious and philosophical
system adapts to a modern and culturally different context. This essay
will consider the transmission of Zen Buddhism to the West by the
Japanese Buddhist scholar and emissary, D. T. Suzuki. In particular, we

will note how the portrayal of Zen by Suzuki was affected by certain
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cultural factors in Japan and the United States, as well as Suzuki’s own

background and interests.

A Re-envisioning of Buddhism

When most Westerners think of Buddhism what comes to mind is
either Zen or Tibetan Buddhism — and for many, there is little difference
between the two. Tibetan Buddhism perhaps has a higher profile in
popular culture, due to the prominence of the Dalai Lama in the West.
But Zen has a longer history in America than Tibetan Buddhism. The
story of Zen’s transmission and adaptation to American culture illustrates
nicely how perceptions of a religious tradition can be shaped by various
factors external to the tradition itself. At times it seems that the
perception of Buddhism by many in the West bears little resemblance to
the Buddhism found in Asia for the past 2500 years. This seems
especially to be the case with Zen. Consider, for example, the
observation of David McMahan:

A brief perusal of Amazon.com’s books containing the word Zen
reveals titles like Zen in the Art of Golf and Zen Sex. One also
finds the word tossed around casually in more studied culture —a
New York Times review of an art retrospective by Yoko Ono
declares it “very Zen.” Whether noun or adjective, Zen has, it
seems, come to denote a kind of free-floating state of being, both
relaxed and disciplined, engaged yet detached. While such a way
of understanding the term may have something vaguely to do
with the actual practice of this tradition, the use of the term Zen
to designate a state of mind completely dissociated from the long
and complex historical tradition of Chan and Zen in Asia is a

unique development of the modern West and the missionary-
minded Japanese.’
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McMahan argues that what most Americans understand as Zen is
actually a “re-envisioning” of various Buddhist themes as these have

been filtered through the European Enlightenment and modern culture.

Europeans encountering Buddhism in the late nineteenth century
read many ideas in ancient Buddhist scriptures and philosophical
texts that appeared to resonate with the modern, scientific
attitude. They saw in textual Buddhism an experimental attitude,
a de-emphasis on faith and belief, and a sophisticated philosophy
— exquisitely rational, yet soaring beyond ordinary reason.
Buddhism as practiced in Asian countries, however, seemed
permeated by things quite counter to the modern, rationalistic
attitude — practices and beliefs that appeared superstitious,
magical, and ritualistic. A number of early Western admirers and
modernizing Asians tried to extract the empirically minded
philosophical and practical ingredients of Buddhism from what
they considered its idolatrous and superstitious elements. This
“demythologized” Buddhism - more accurately,
“remythologized” in terms of the dominant European and
American attitudes and beliefs — is what most Westerners still
know of Buddhism.®

In other words, many in Europe and North America in the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries saw in Buddhism what they wished to see — a
philosophically sophisticated and spiritually profound movement which
could be detached from the crass, superstitious practices of the masses,
and which provided an attractive alternative to the Christendom with
which they had become increasingly disillusioned. But before we
consider the transmission of Zen to the West we must first place Zen in

the context of Buddhism itself.
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Spread of Buddhism

Buddhism, like Islam and Christianity, is an example of what Mark
Juergensmeyer calls transnational religions, or religions of expansion.
These religions have as a central element of their self-understanding,

the notion that their religion is greater than any local group and
cannot be confined to the cultural boundaries of any particular
region. These are religious traditions with universal pretensions
and global ambitions. It is a hallmark of Muslims, Christians,
and Buddhists that they believe that their religious ideas are
universally applicable.*

To say that Christianity and Islam have “universal pretensions and
global ambitions” is hardly controversial. But Buddhism? Does this
quaint religion of meditating monks and serene gardens really have

global ambitions?

The fact is that Buddhism has always been a missionary religion,
moving intentionally beyond India, its land of origin, into Sri Lanka and
southeast Asia, then north and east into China, Korea, Tibet and Japan.
The Japanese Buddhist scholar Hajime Nakamura observes that, “Soon
after the founding of the Order, the Buddha sent out his followers on
missionary journeys to spread the Dharma with the command, ‘Fare ye
forth, bretheren, on the mission that is for the good of the many, for the
happiness of the many; to take compassion to the world; to work for the
profit and good and happiness of gods and men. Go singly; go not in

pairs.”””

Although for over two millennia Buddhism was found
exclusively in Asia, like Christianity and Islam it too is a religion

intended for all humankind.
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What we know today as Buddhism is a diverse family of religious and
philosophical traditions which have developed over the past 2500 years
in many cultures.® Emerging originally in India, Buddhism quickly
spread throughout the Indian subcontinent, moving into south, central,
and east Asia. As the teachings of the Buddha were embraced by people
in very different cultural and religious settings, Buddhism itself changed
in significant ways, resulting in the enormous variety in teachings and
practices among contemporary Buddhists. But in spite of this diversity,
all Buddhists trace their beliefs and practices in some sense back to the
Enlightenment of Gautama the Buddha under the Bodhi Tree and to the

teachings deriving from this experience.

Siddhartha Gautama lived in either the sixth or fifth century B.C., in
what is now the border region of India and Nepal. Written accounts of
his life do not appear until some 400 years after his death.” But the
popular narratives of his life tell of young Gautama being brought up in a
life of quury.8 Gautama abandoned his palace life, however, and
embarked upon a quest to discover the causes and cure to suffering.
After much experimentation with ascetic meditative disciplines, Gautama
became fully enlightened or awakened. The Buddha, as he was then
called, grasped the fundamental causes of existence and suffering and
how to make them cease. Over the next 45 years, the Buddha traveled

widely, preaching the dharma [truth] and attracting many disciples.

The heart of the Buddha’s teaching is the Four Noble Truths, which in
turn are embedded within a worldview that presupposes multiple rebirths
regulated by the principle of karma.® The First Truth states that all

existence is characterized by dukkha, that is, suffering, pain or
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discontent. Even the most intense pleasures are temporary and
unfulfilling, and all aspects of existence, including pleasures and joy,
involve discontent. The Second Truth holds that the root cause of such
pain is tanha, or thirst, craving or desire. It is not simply wrong desires
that produce dissatisfaction; desire itself results in pain. The Third Truth
says that when desire ceases then pain ceases as well. The Fourth Truth
introduces the Noble Eightfold Path, which sets out the way to eliminate

desire and pain.

There is an elegant simplicity and logical structure to the Buddha’s
Four Truths.® First there is a diagnosis of the predicament resulting in
pervasive suffering, followed by a prescription for the cure to the causes
of suffering. Both diagnosis and cure are embedded in a sophisticated
metaphysic, at the heart of which is the notion of anitya or
impermanence. Everything is in continual flux, coming into being and
passing out of being. Beings are continually being reborn, with the
conditions of one’s rebirth being determined by karma, the principle
regulating current and future conditions in light of previous dispositions
and behavior. The entire process of birth, death and rebirth continues
without end unless the causal chain of karma is broken. When the fires
of desire and the conditions producing rebirth are eliminated, what
obtains is nirvana, the only reality which is permanent and

unconditioned.

In time Buddhists developed complex elaborations of Gautama’s
basic teachings, involving highly technical discussions of epistemology
and ontology. Many schools developed, with Buddhism eventually

evolving into three broad traditions — the Theravada, Mahayana, and
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Vajrayana or Tibetan traditions. Although no existing school can claim
direct lineage to the time of Gautama, Theravada Buddhism, found today
in Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, Laos and Kampuchea, is generally
accepted as reflecting more closely the teachings of the early Buddhist

community than other forms of Buddhism.

Mahayana Buddhism entered China sometime around the first century
A.D., moved into Korea around the fourth century, and was introduced to
Japan in the sixth century. Mahayana is today found in China, Korea,
Vietnam, Japan and the West and comprises the largest branch of
Buddhism. The Vajrayana or Tantric Buddhism of India entered Tibet in
the seventh century, where it encountered and was influenced by the

indigenous shamanistic Tibetan religion, called Bon.

As Buddhism moved from the Indian subcontinent north into East
Asia it encountered very different cultures with their own indigenous
religious traditions. Mahayana Buddhism has been remarkably flexible
in adapting to new environments. For example, the notions of rebirth
and karma, so central to Indian religious and philosophical thought, were
lacking in the Chinese context.! Consequently, Chinese, Korean, and
Japanese Buddhism manifest a decreasing emphasis upon the notion of
nirvana as release from rebirth and greater stress upon the more positive
notion of enlightenment. The goal became not so much release from
rebirth but rather harmony within the social and cosmic order in this life,
which is to be achieved through attaining a penetrating and liberating

insight into the actual nature of reality.

While Buddhism spread throughout East Asia, it did not reject the

popular indigenous religious cults and practices, but rather absorbed
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them. Moreover, the social and ethical framework of the Chinese,
shaped by Confucianism, was based upon the family and emphasized the
virtue of filial piety and the importance of the ancestral cult. Chinese
Buddhism adapted to the Chinese context and showed its support for the
family by accepting the traditional ancestral cult and making it central to

Buddhist practice.

Emergence of Zen Buddhism

Buddhism has always adapted as it encountered new environments.
This is evident in the tradition of Zen, which has its early roots in Indian
Buddhism, but was shaped definitively through its encounter with
Taoism in China and then later with Japanese culture. Although Zen
emerged as a distinctive school in China, it drew upon earlier traditions
in Indian Buddhism.”> Zen maintains that the core of what the Buddha
realized in his enlightenment was communicated directly and non-
verbally from Gautama to one of his disciples and has been passed on
successively from master to disciple ever since. According to a famous
Zen tradition,

Once when the World Honored One [Gautama the Buddha] was
staying on the Mount of the Vulture, he held up a flower before
the assembled ones. All fell silent. Only the venerable Kasyapa
broke into a smile. The Honored One then spoke: “The eye of
the true Dharma, the wonderful Mind of Nirvana, the true
formless Form, the mysterious Gate of the Dharma, which rests
not upon words and letters, and a special transmission ... outside
the scriptures; this | hand over to the great Kasyapa.”

In other words, the mature and complete teaching of Gautama is not

what has been taught traditionally within the Theravada school but is
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actually something far deeper, something inexpressible in human words

and categories.

The tradition claims that the "wonderful Mind of Nirvana" was then
transmitted non-verbally through twenty-eight Indian patriarchs, the last
of whom was the legendary Bodhidharma (c. 470-543 A.D.), said to have
brought the “lamp of enlightenment” to China. There is considerable
controversy whether he was a historical person, but tradition attributes to
Bodhidharma the formulation of the famous four line stanza said to

express the heart of Zen:
A special transmission outside the scriptures,
Not founded upon words and letters;
By pointing directly to [one’s] mind

It lets one see into [one’s own true] nature and [thus] attain
Buddhahood.™

In China this tradition became known as Ch’an Buddhism.” Ch’an
Buddhism was shaped in part by its encounter with traditional Chinese
Taoism. Both Ch’an and Taoism had a deep suspicion of words and
concepts, maintaining that ultimate reality is inexpressible. For example,

the Taoist classic the Tao Te Ching begins with these enigmatic words:
The way [Tao] that can be spoken of
Is not the constant way;
The name that can be named
Is not the constant name.

The nameless was the beginning of heaven and earth;
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The named was the mother of the myriad creatures.™

The Tao is said to be “forever nameless” (XXXI1.72). The Taoist
sage “practices the teaching that uses no words” (11.6). “One who knows

does not speak; one who speaks does not know” (LVI. 128)."

Enlightenment (wu in Chinese; satori or kensho in Japanese) was
said to be a direct, intuitive insight into the true nature of reality, an
understanding that transcends conceptualization and verbalization.
Enlightenment is said to be the experience of awakening to the true
nature of reality and the realization of the Buddha nature or the Buddha
mind. Satori, it is said, is a direct, unmediated awareness of the ultimate
nature of reality, a direct perception into the true nature of things. It is the

awakening to one’s own true nature.

In time, rival schools of Ch’an Buddhism developed, with
disagreements over, among other things, whether enlightenment was a
sudden, dramatic experience or the culmination of a longer, gradual
process. Hui-neng (638-713), eventually acknowledged as the sixth
patriarch of Ch’an, claimed that enlightenment comes suddenly from the
Buddha-nature within one, and that it can happen anytime. This
perspective was championed by the Lin-chi school of Ch’an, and was
later taken to Japan by the monk Eisai (1145-1215) where it became
known as Rinzai Zen. A contrasting view maintains that enlightenment
comes gradually and is fostered over time through silent sitting
meditation. In China this tradition was known as the Ts’ao-tung school,
and it was introduced to Japan by Dogen (1200-53), where it is known as
Soto Zen. Although Zen is one of the smaller Japanese Buddhist

denominations, with only about ten million members, its intellectual and
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cultural influence upon Japan have been enormous. Zen influence is
evident in Japanese art, literature, the rich symbolism of the tea
ceremony and flower arrangement, as well as gardening. Zen discipline
shaped bushido, the code of the warrior (samurai) in the eighteenth
century. Thus in both Japan and the West, Zen has become identified

with Japanese culture.

The Dharma Comes West

American awareness of Buddhism goes back at least to the
Transcendentalists and other intellectuals in the 1840s. In the nineteenth
century Buddhism came to Hawaii, with Japanese and Chinese
immigrants, and in the twentieth century it became established in North
America and Europe.’® Buddhism is now a significant part of the
religious landscape of the West. While the actual number of Buddhists
in Europe and North America remains small — there are today about four
million Buddhists in the United States® — its religious and cultural
impact in the West has been far greater than the numbers alone would

indicate.

No single event was as significant for the public acceptance of
Buddhism in America as the World’s Parliament of Religions, held in
Chicago September 11-27, 1893, in conjunction with the World’s
Columbian Exposition. For the Parliament, given extensive positive
coverage by the press, provided a kind of legitimation of Asian religions
and gave a prominent platform from which Hindu and Buddhist
spokesmen could address Western audiences.®®  Asian Buddhist

participants included the Theravada monk Anagarika Dharmapala from
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Ceylon and the Japanese Rinzai Zen monk Shaku Soen. Richard Hughes
Seager states, “Above all else, however, the Parliament is a historical
landmark because it set in motion the first Buddhist missions to the
United States.”*

In order to appreciate the significance of the Parliament for the
Buddhist mission, and the eventual form that Japanese Buddhism took in
the United States, it is necessary to understand something of the
historical context of both Japan and America at the turn of the century.
While the United States was already acknowledged as a modern
industrial nation and global power, Japan was just emerging from two
centuries of self-imposed isolation from the rest of the world, and was

setting out upon an ambitious path of rapid modernization.

The attempt by Japanese leaders to combine modernization with
traditional ways provoked social and political upheaval. The attraction
of liberalizing democracy and modernity was captured in the popular
slogan “Bunmei kaika!” (Civilization and Enlightenment!). But powerful
reactionary currents pulling Japan back to traditional spiritual values
were at work as well, exemplified in the slogan “Toyo no dotoku, Seiyo
no gakugei!” (Eastern ethics, Western science!). Tensions between the
pull of modernity and the longing for tradition were overcome by an
emerging nationalism which sought respect for Japan from Western
powers. The astonishing Japanese victory over the Russians in the
Russo-Japanese War of 1904-5 gave an enormous boost to Japanese
pride. A militant nationalism, fed by a carefully crafted manipulation of
Shinto ideology and the emperor cult by militarists, resulted in Japan

invading Manchuria and China in the 1930s and led eventually to World
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War Il. The particular understanding of Zen that was introduced to the
United States at the beginning of the twentieth century, and which has
since then shaped American perceptions of Buddhism in general, was

cultivated during these tumultuous and tragic decades.

The Japanese delegation to the 1893 Parliament was deeply
influenced by the social and political crises of late nineteenth century
Japan and the effort by progressives to produce a “new Buddhism” (shin
bukkyo) which was thoroughly modern and fully equal to the intellectual
and religious traditions of the West.”> Japanese cultural and religious
leaders saw it as their mission “to convince intellectuals that Japanese
Buddhism was the equal of Western philosophy, superior to Western

"2 The vision

religion and completely in accord with Western science.
of a form of Buddhism fully compatible with modern science and
superior to Western religious traditions, while remaining rooted firmly in
ancient Japanese cultural distinctives, was to have an enormous effect
upon how Buddhism was portrayed by Japanese emissaries and how it

was understood by Americans.

The Japanese delegation, led by the Zen monk Shaku Soen, returned
to Japan convinced that the time for launching a Buddhist mission to
America had come. They were convinced that the materialistic and
hedonistic culture of America was hungering for Eastern spirituality.
Notto Thelle observes that,

The Japanese Buddhists did not hesitate to proclaim that the
parliament was a unique breakthrough for Buddhist mission. The
Buddhist presence was characterized as “an epoch-making,
unprecedented happening, unheard-of in history”. It was felt that

the situation was ripe for “Buddhism in Japan in the Far East to
turn the wheel of Dharma in America in the Far West.” At the
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dawn of the twentieth century Buddhism was appearing at the
scene of world culture spreading the unfathomable light and
compassion of the Buddha. A representative Buddhist journal

concluded that the parliament was *“the most brilliant fact in the
» 24

history of Buddhism”.

Japanese Buddhists at the dawn of the twentieth century thus sought
to present Buddhism to the West as a dynamic spiritual and intellectual
movement which was especially relevant to modern, educated Western
audiences. Significantly, this effort at “contextualization” was initiated
by the Japanese themselves. “Zen was introduced to Western
scholarship not through the efforts of orientalists, but rather through the
activities of an elite circle of internationally minded Japanese
intellectuals and globe-trotting Zen priests, whose missionary zeal was

often second only to their vexed fascination with Western culture.”*

After the 1893 Parliament, Dharmapala and Soen made several tours
in America promoting Buddhism.?® But of even greater significance was
Soen’s encouragement of three of his friends — Sokei-an, Nyogen
Senzaki, and D.T. Suzuki — to become missionaries of the dharma in
America. “Their work in the first decades of [the twentieth] century

effectively laid the foundations for American Zen Buddhism.”*

D. T. Suzuki and Zen

No one was more effective at shaping and propagating Zen to the
West than the Daisetzu Taitaro Suzuki (1870-1966). Born in Kanazawa,
Japan, Suzuki became interested in Zen while still in high school.”® In
the late 1880s Suzuki met Kitaro Nishida (1870-1945), later the founder

of the Kyoto School of philosophy, and the two became lifelong friends.
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While a student at Tokyo Imperial University, Suzuki commuted to
Kamakura to study Zen, where he eventually studied under Shaku Soen.

Suzuki remained a Buddhist layman throughout his life.

As noted, Suzuki’s mentor, Shaku Soen, had been a participant in the
1893 World’s Parliament of Religions. While in Chicago, he met Dr.
Paul Carus (1852-1919), head of the Open Court Publishing Company
and editor of the journal The Monist. Carus was born into the home of a
Protestant minister in Germany, but as an adult he rejected orthodox
Christianity as incompatible with modern science and became a
passionate advocate of “a religion of science.”® Carus held that not only
would such a religion be compatible with the latest insights of science
but it would also incorporate the central insights of all the world’s great
religions. Buddhism seemed to be particularly conducive to such a
project. Carus found a sympathetic ally in Shaku Soen, who was eager
to promote Buddhism in the West as a modern, universal religion. In an
1895 letter to Carus, Soen envisioned America as the birthplace of a new
Buddhism: “Buddha who lived three thousand years ago being named
Gautama, now lies bodily dead in India; but Buddhism in the twentieth
century being named Truth, is just to be born in Chicago in the New
World.”®

In 1894 Carus published The Gospel of Buddha, a highly sympathetic
portrayal of Buddhism as a rational faith, fully compatible with science.
Carus reinterpreted key Buddhist notions such as no-self, nirvana, and
emptiness, and gave them a more theistic and ethical flavor. This,
undoubtedly, made key Buddhist concepts seem less alien to an

American audience still influenced by theism. “An especially articulate
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American apologist for Asian ideas, Carus proved instrumental in
convincing many that the East might well have an answer to much that

231

ailed the West spiritually, philosophically, and psychologically.

In 1897, at Paul Carus’ invitation and Soen’s urging, Suzuki moved to
La Salle, Illinois to work with Carus as a translator at Open Court
Publishing.  Returning to Japan in 1909, Suzuki taught at several
universities, eventually taking a position in 1921 as professor of
Buddhist philosophy at Otani University in Kyoto. There he launched the
journal Eastern Buddhist. However, it was only after reaching the age of
fifty that Suzuki’s career as an interpreter of Zen to the West really got
under way. He published over a hundred books and articles on
Buddhism, some of the more significant English titles including Outlines
of Mahayana Buddhism (1907); Essays in Zen Buddhism: First Series
(1927); Studies in the Lankavatara Sutra (1930); Essays in Zen
Buddhism: Second Series (1933); Essays in Zen Buddhism: Third Series
(1934); An Introduction to Zen Buddhism (1934); Zen Buddhism (1956);
Mpysticism: Christian and Buddhist (1957); and Zen and Japanese
Culture (1959). In 1936 Suzuki lectured at major universities in
England. Returning to Japan, Suzuki lived in Kamakura during the war
years. In 1949, at the age of 79, Suzuki traveled to the United States for
an extended stay, lecturing at the East-West Philosophers Conference in
Hawaii, teaching at the Claremont Colleges in California, and then
lecturing at Columbia University from 1951-57. Suzuki returned to
Japan in 1958, where he died in 1966 at the age of 95. As a result of his
many writings, lectures, and extensive contacts with Western
intellectuals Suzuki became the most influential spokesman for Zen in
the West.
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Suzuki had enormous influence upon American understandings of
Buddhism in the twentieth century.®® While his achievements as a
scholar must be acknowledged, Suzuki was also controversial for his
views on Zen and its relation to Buddhism in general. Suzuki is often
regarded by Westerners as a dispassionate, rigorous scholar whose
depiction of Zen is simply an objective restatement of classical
Buddhism for Western audiences. In fact, however, Suzuki was
frequently criticized by his fellow Japanese Buddhists for his portrayal of
Zen. *“Japanese Zen Buddhists were often astounded at the
transformations Zen was undergoing in the West, and they differentiated
between the traditional form of Japanese Zen and that which they called

‘Suzuki Zen’.”®

Every scholar is, of course, to some extent the product of a variety of
contemporary influences, and this was certainly the case with Suzuki.
Recent scholarship has highlighted the various external influences upon
Suzuki and his formulation of Zen. Between 1903 and 1924, for
example, when his early writings on Zen were taking shape, Suzuki had
strong interests in both Swedenborgianism and the Theosophical
Society.* Suzuki translated four of the mystic Emanuel Swedenborg’s
(1688-1772) works into Japanese and published a book length study of
Swedenborg in 1913. In the 1920s Suzuki and his wife Beatrice opened
a Theosophical Lodge in Kyoto. Not surprisingly, Suzuki had a life-long
interest in mysticism, and adopted what seem to be incompatible
positions on mysticism: at times he argued that at the heart of all the
great religions is a common mysticism, and yet on other occasions he
distinguished sharply between “Western” and “Eastern” forms of

mysticism, identifying the latter with Zen. Far from being simply a
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distillation of “pure Buddhism” for the West, Suzuki’s depiction of Zen
reflected multiple influences — including the rising ethnic nationalism of
Japan, Suzuki’s extensive encounters with Christianity as well as more
esoteric Western traditions such as Swedenborgianism and Theosophy,
and his reaction to modernity and the materialism of the West. Various
agendas were at work as Suzuki seems to have been concerned not
merely with transmission of the dharma to the West but also with
establishing the superiority of Eastern (that is, Japanese) spirituality over

Western (Christian) religious and intellectual patterns.®

Our purpose here is not to denigrate Suzuki but rather to illustrate
how, when a particular religious tradition moves from one cultural
context to another, perceptions about it can be shaped by factors quite
external to the tradition itself. Critics have pointed out three ways in
particular that Suzuki’s own interests or agenda have affected his
portrayal of Zen and Buddhism. First, some have pointed out that
Suzuki’s emphasis upon the paradoxical and irrational elements in
Japanese Zen, treating these as defining characteristics of Buddhism at
large, is at odds with other traditional streams of Buddhism.*  For
example, in discussing some characteristics of the satori (enlightenment)
experience, Suzuki lists “irrationality” first. Suzuki states, “l mean that
satori is not a conclusion to be reached by reasoning, and defies all
intellectual determination. Those who have experienced it are always at a
loss to explain it coherently or logically.... The satori experience is
always  characterized by irrationality, inexplicability, and

incommunicability.”®

Moreover, the experience of satori is said to be
self-authenticating for the one experiencing it. “By this | mean that the

knowledge realized by satori is final, that no amount of logical argument
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can refute it. Being direct and personal it is sufficient unto itself.”
Suzuki emphasized what he took to be the “pure,” immediate experience
of enlightenment, an experience said to transcend concepts, doctrines and

rational reflection.

In elevating the “Zen experience” Suzuki was echoing a theme
prominent in the Kyoto School of Japanese philosophy, founded by his
friend Kitaro Nishida. The Kyoto School was a creative intellectual
movement which tried to develop a synthesis between traditional
Western philosophical concerns and Zen Buddhism.*  Nishida’s
philosophical writings put forward the notion of “pure” or “direct”
experience [junsui keiken] which transcends conceptualization and
rational reflection, and is prior to all oppositions such as that of subject
and object. Suzuki was only loosely associated with the Kyoto School,
but he was well aware of Nishida’s attempt to make Buddhism, Zen in
particular, intelligible to the West.”> With Suzuki, the pure, unmediated,
“nondual” experience of satori became central to Zen, and thus to

Buddhism at large.

Nevertheless, Suzuki has been criticized by Buddhist scholars for
elevating this notion of pure experience at the expense of critical, rational
reflection in a way that is not faithful to earlier Buddhist tradition.
Buddhism has historically given careful attention to issues in logic and
epistemology, and Theravada Buddhists in particular have emphasized
the rationality of Buddhist principles. Many Buddhists emphasize that
Buddhism is based solely upon reason and experience, and, unlike

Christianity, has no place for faith. Thus, Hajime Nakamura claims that,
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According to Buddhism, faith becomes superstition when it is
not examined by reason. Gotama was described as one who
reasoned according to the truth rather than on the basis of the
authority of the Vedas or tradition. Theravada and Mahayana
Buddhism have accepted two standards for the truth of a
statement: it must be in accord with the [Buddhist] scriptures and
must be proved true by reasoning. No Buddhist is expected to

believe anything which does not meet these two tests.*
Similarly, the Sri Lankan Buddhist scholar, K. N. Jayatilleke, insists
that for the Buddha inconsistency is a criterion of falsehood. “In arguing
with his opponents, the Buddha often shows that their theories lead to
inconsistencies or contradictions, thereby demonstrating that they are
false .... This means that truth must be consistent.”* This hardly sounds

like a religion which rejects reason and rational analysis.

Second, critics point out with his claim that Japanese Zen captures the
“essence” of not only Buddhism but of “Eastern spirituality” in general
Suzuki ignores the historical roots of Zen and the great variety within
Buddhism.  Heinrich Dumoulin, for example, observes that in his
writings Suzuki tended to “uproot” Zen from its “native Buddhist soil.”*
The “dehistoricizing” of Zen is said to be evident in the priority Suzuki
gives to the Rinzai School of Zen (of which he was a member) while
ignoring Soto Zen and Dogen; his minimizing of the Chinese Ch’an
tradition; and his failure even to mention Son, the Korean version of
Ch’an, although he undoubtedly knew about it from traveling to Korea
during the Japanese occupation of Korea.** Moreover, Suzuki did not
hesitate to disparage the Theravada tradition as inadequately
comprehending the essential teaching of Gautama. The earlier
Buddhists, we are told, were incapable of grasping the exalted teaching

of the Buddha’s Enlightenment, and thus early Buddhist literature
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