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This paper deals with the planning of an Asian religious conference to be held in 
Japan at the beginning of the twentieth century, seeking to bring to surface conflicts 
of religious nationalism in modernizing Asia. In 1902, two Japanese Buddhists, 
Okakura Kakuzō (1863-1913) and Oda Tokunō (1860-1911), went to India to 
meet the leader of modern Hinduism, Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902). There 
they developed plans to invite him and other religious leaders from India, China 
and Japan to Kyoto in the same year in order to hold a meeting they would call the 
“Prajna Paramita Conference.” Word of the conference spread in India and aroused 
general interest, recalling Vivekananda’s international success at the World’s 
Parliament of Religions in Chicago in 1893. Okakura and Oda conceived of the 
conference as an opportunity to enhance the significance of Mahayana Buddhism 
and demonstrate its affinities with Hinduism, the message they learned from 
Vivekananda. But the project, envisioned as a forerunner of religious exchange in 
modern Asia, failed to materialize.
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Introduction:
The World’s Parliament of Religions in Chicago in 1893 and its Aftermath

At the dawn of the twentieth century, a plan to hold a conference on Asian 
religions in Japan inviting religious leaders from India and China was announced 
but failed to materialize. It was proposed in 1902 by Okakura Kakuzō 岡倉覚三 
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(1863-1913), a Japanese art critic and lay Buddhist, and Oda Tokunō 織田得能 (1860-
1911), a Shinshu Ōtani monk. Although it attracted much attention, especially in 
India, preparations were difficult and received a severe bashing by the Japanese press.

The World’s Parliament of Religions in Chicago in 1893 was a landmark 
event for the modern history of religious exchange. It was the first occasion during 
which delegates from various religions around the world gathered in one place. 
The meeting offered a model of how to appeal for an understanding of differing 
cultural values and to open dialogue between religions as well as encourage the 
development of a comparative study of religions. While it has been pointed out 
that the Parliament did not bring a major change in the western sense of Christian 
supremacy, (Mori 1990: 19-21) the Parliament was received, especially by adherents 
of Eastern religions, as an effective medium in which they could display their 
national confidence. It should be noted that, rather than traditional doctrines, 
delegates from the East introduced ideas and ideals associated with modern 
religious movements integrated with nationalism, such as the Eastern Buddhism 
represented by Japanese monks and the Neo-Hinduism of newly rising Hindu 
leaders. (Snodgrass 2003 and Ketelaar 1990: 136-212)

Attempts to hold a second parliament of religions were made in Delhi in 18972 

and Paris in 1900. Japanese Buddhists also rose to the occasion. The editorial of a 
March 1896 issue of Hansei zasshi, a Buddhist magazine, entitled “Bankoku shūkyō 
taikai wo hiraku no gi” (Discussion on Holding a World’s Parliament of Religions) 
insisted, with the backing of Japan’s victory at the First Sino-Japanese War 1894-
1895, that Japan should be the host of next parliament of religions. (1-5) The author 
of this editorial emphasized that it would be an important step to propagate the 
value of Japanese Mahayana Buddhism abroad, warning that western scholars were 
concentrating their study on “Hinayana” from “ruined countries (bōkoku)” such 
as Siam, India and Ceylon. The author also suggested holding a conference at the 
occasion of the fifth National Industrial Exposition that was slated to be held in 
1899. This editorial held that hosting a worldwide parliament of religions would 
enable the reputation of Japanese Buddhism to rise in the world of religions.

While none of these plans were successful, later, in 1902, Okakura and Oda 
visited India and discussed the possibility of holding an Asian religious conference 
in Japan. Their attempt was not worldwide, nor did it contain, as did the editorial 
of Hansei zasshi proposed, reference to the national aspirations of some Japanese 

2. A miscellaneous news item in the April 1897 issue of Hansei zasshi (76) reported that 
a project had been proposed in order to hold a religious conference in Delhi in the 
next year with the support of many leading persons including Charles Carroll Bonney 
(1831–1903), one of the organizers of the World’s Parliament of Religions in Chicago, 
although the details were unknown.
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Buddhists. Nonetheless, it is an instructive example for the study of problems 
of religious exchange in Asia after the Chicago Parliament, a time when many 
Asian religious leaders and intellectuals paid attention to international meetings 
as a new effective medium of foreign appeal. While the enterprise of the Chicago 
Parliament by Christians sought to present the supremacy of Christianity over all 
other religions, (Mori 1990: 10-19) it is no wonder that the collaboration of Asian 
participants was equally complicated, tinged with both sympathy and disaccord.

1. Okakura Kakuzō and Oda Tokunō’s Visit to India

Okakura Kakuzō was born in 1863 into a family originally from Echizen 
Fukui domain. He started learning English during his childhood in Yokohama 
and went on to an elite career in the Ministry of Education after graduating from 
Tokyo University. While playing a pivotal role in establishing Japan’s national art 
administration, in 1898 he was forced to resign his position as principal of Tokyo 
School of Fine Arts and director of the Tokyo Imperial Museum due to serious 
troubles at the school. He founded the Japan Art Institute (Nihon bijutsu-in 
日本美術院) that the same year with the artists who had followed him and left 
the Tokyo School of Fine Arts. But it was not long before the operation of Art 
Institute reached an impasse and in December 1901 Okakura left Japan to travel 
in India. During his nine-month stay there, Okakura made pilgrimages to several 
sacred places connected with Buddhism and other religions and came to appreciate 
the stream of artistic and religious thought and aesthetics that had circulated 
through Asia since ancient times. In addition to this experience, his meeting with 
Indian intellectuals instilled in him a great sympathy for India; in Bengal he met 
Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941), his nephew Surendranath (1872-1940) and other 
celebrities. At that time, Bengal was a hotbed of nationalism that would lead to the 
rise of Swadeshi movement against the Act of Bengal Partition in 1905. Okakura 
was a strong supporter of Bengal nationalism seeking cultural revitalization and 
awakening of the national consciousness under the British colonial rule.

Having witnessed India’s past and present, Okakura completed the manuscript 
of his first book in English, The Ideals of the East with Special Reference to the Art 
of Japan (London: John Murray, 1903) in Calcutta. It began with the symbolic 
manifesto “Asia is one.” In this book, Okakura presented his idea of “Asia” not as 
a mere geographical concept but as a civilization with China and India as its two 
major sources of cultural inspiration and with vast areas nonetheless united in “the 
Ultimate” of beauty and religion. (Okakura 1903a: 13) Okakura also advanced the 
idea that the essence of “Asiatic ideals,” derived both from India as the source of its 
religion and China for its ethics, could be found in crystalized form in the ideas and 
expression of Japanese art. He stated “[i]t is in Japan alone that the historic wealth 
of Asiatic culture can be consecutively studied through its treasured specimens” and 



4 Japanese Religions 41 (1 & 2)

“[t]he history of Japanese art becomes thus the history of Asiatic ideals.”(Okakura 
1903a: 15-16)

Oda Tokunō’s family, like the Okakura family, derived from the Echizen Fukui 
domain. Oda possessed a broad knowledge of Buddhism and studied Theravada 
Buddhism in Siam in 1888-1889. After returning from Siam, he co-authored a book 
with Shimaji Mokurai 島地黙雷 (1838-1911), entitled Sangoku bukkyō ryakushi 三国

仏教略史 (An Outline History of Buddhism in Three Countries, Tokyo: Kōmeisha, 
1890), which described Buddhism as originating in India and arriving in Japan 
via China. The introduction insisted on the superiority of “Eastern Buddhism” as 
differentiated from “Southern Buddhism” from Ceylon and Siam and “Northern 
Buddhism” from Tibet, Yili, Mongolia and Manchuria. Their emphasis was 
on Japan’s initiative in “Eastern Buddhism,” similar to the concept presented by 
Japanese monks at the World’s Parliament of Religions in Chicago, declaring that 
the Buddhism in China and Korea was declining. Oda and Shimaji argued that 
Japanese Buddhism was superior due to its synthesis of Mahayana, “Hinayana,” 
exoteric and esoteric Buddhism. (Shimaji and Ikuta (Oda) 1890: 4-5)

In 1898, Oda was fired from his position at the Ōtani School due to his 
criticism of the appointment of a Christian activist as a chaplain at Sugamo prison; 
the position had been monopolized by Shinshu monks. This was the same year that 
Okakura lost his administrative positions. When Oda travelled to India (March to 
May, 1902), he had just begun to compile Bukkyō dai jiten 仏教大辞典 (Dictionary of 
Buddhism), a major undertaking that he was unable to complete. Okakura and Oda 
may well have seen their departure for India as a chance to re-direct their lives, as 
they were both recovering from bitter public experiences.

The aim of Okakura and Oda’s journey to India was to visit historical sites 
connected with Indian Buddhism and to meet Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902), 
one of the prominent leaders of modern Hinduism. Vivekananda had become 
famous for his advocacy of the oneness of all religions at the World’s Parliament 
of Religions in Chicago. Josephine MacLeod (1858-1949), a wealthy American 
woman and a supporter of Vivekananda, came to Japan in 1901 and met Okakura 
and Oda. She hoped to invite Vivekananda to Japan and sent encouraging letters 
and telegrams to Vivekananda; Okakura concurred and added his support. 
Vivekananda, pleading ill health, declined their offer. That led MacLeod, Okakura 
and Hori Shitoku 堀至徳 (1876-1903), a young monk, to depart for India in 
December 1901. Oda did not accompany them at that time. Hori was a disciple 
of Maruyama Kanchō 丸山貫長 (1844-1927), a Shingon monk, much admired by 
Okakura as a leader of a Buddhist reform movement.3 

3. On the relationship between Okakura and Maruyama, see Tenshin shokan kenkyūkai 
2011.
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The three arrived in Bengal in early January 1902 and went directly to see 
Vivekananda at Belur Math in the Ramakrishna Mission in Howrah. Okakura and 
Vivekananda quickly established bonds of friendship and mutual respect, mediated 
by their common role as modern Asian intellectuals who, using their English 
language abilities, sought to introduce Eastern arts and religions to the West.  

2. Okakura’s Sympathy with Vivekananda

Much impressed by Vivekananda’s charismatic presence and intelligence, 
Okakura wrote the following letter to Oda in January:

   I arrived here the other day and met Swami Vivekananda. He is a prominent man 
of the time whose distinct spirit and knowledge are outstanding. There is no place 
in India where people do not admire him. Additionally, he argues that Mahayana 
Buddhism preceded Hinayana, and that Hinduism derived from Buddhism so that 
he respects the Buddha as an unprecedented originator.
   Swami is also fluent in English and familiar with the recent western knowledge so 
that he synthesized eastern and western thought into Advaita philosophy. His active 
debating style reminds me of ancient dharma masters. No doubt that a person like 
him is rarely to be met. If possible, I hope he will accompany me when I return to 
Japan. (Okakura 1902: 149. My translation)

The reason why Okakura strengthened his wish to bring Vivekananda to Japan, 
beyond his prominence, can be seen in the following three points regarding his 
attitude towards Buddhism. First, as mentioned in the letter above, Vivekananda 
had admired Gautama Buddha. Vivekananda remarked on the relation between 
Buddhism and Hinduism at the Parliament of Religions in Chicago:

The relation between Hinduism (by Hinduism, I mean the religion of the Vedas) 
and what is called Buddhism at the present day is nearly the same as between 
Judaism and Christianity. Jesus Christ was a Jew, and Shâkya Muni was a Hindu. 
The Jews rejected Jesus Christ, nay, crucified him, and the Hindus have accepted 
Shâkya Muni as God and worship him. (Vivekananda 1893: 21)

Hinduism cannot live without Buddhism, nor Buddhism without Hinduism. 
Then realise what the separation has shown to us, that the Buddhists cannot stand 
without the brain and philosophy of the Brahmins, nor the Brahmin without the 
heart of the Buddhist. This separation between the Buddhists and the Brahmins is 
the cause of the downfall of India. That is why India is populated by three hundred 
millions of beggars, and that is why India has been the slave of conquerors for the 
last thousand years. Let us then join the wonderful intellect of the Brahmins with 
the heart, the noble soul, the wonderful humanising power of the Great Master. 
(Ibid.: 23)



6 Japanese Religions 41 (1 & 2)

Vivekananda often talked about his respect of the Buddha in his lectures in the 
Western countries emphasizing Buddha’s strong spirit and his dedication to action. 
Okakura may well have heard these views when he met with Vivekananda. It would 
have convinced Okakura that Buddhist ideas, regarded as on the decline in India, 
were still alive in Indian soil.

During a break in Vivekananda’s illness, Okakura made a delightful pilgrimage 
with him to Bodh Gaya, where the Buddha first attained his enlightenment, 
and also to the holy city of Varanasi on the banks of the River Ganga. For 
Vivekananda, Bodh Gaya was a special place. There, in his younger days, engaged 
in ascetic practices under master Sri Ramakrishna Paramahansa (1836-1886), 
he had a deep personal experience of awakening or enlightenment. In Varanasi, 
Okakura left Vivekananda and went on to northern and western India with Swami 
Niranjanananda (1862-1904), a close friend of Vivekananda. (Vivekananda 1902b: 
177) While traveling, Okakura sent a telegram to Oda to encourage him come to 
India immediately. According to Hori Shitoku’s diary, after returning to Calcutta, 
Okakura visited Hori who was staying at Belur Math on March 9 and suggested 
that they and Oda go to Bodh Gaya together upon Oda’s arrival in India. (Ikeda, 
Taura and Kawano 2016: 501)

Secondly, Vivekananda spoke for some time about the similarity of the Advaita 
Vedanta doctrine and Mahayana Buddhism as follows.

   The Vedanta philosophy is the foundation of Buddhism and everything else in 
India; but what we call the Advaita philosophy of the modern school has a great 
many conclusions of the Buddhists. Of course, the Hindus will not admit that — 
that is the orthodox Hindus, because to them the Buddhists are heretics. But there 
is a conscious attempt to stretch out the whole doctrine to include the heretics also.
   The Vedanta has no quarrel with Buddhism. The idea of the Vedanta 
is to harmonise all. With the Northern Buddhists we have no quarrel at all. 
(Vivekananda, Date unknown c: 279)

It is no wonder that Vivekananda found similarities between Vedanta and 
Mahayana Buddhism in view of the fact that Adi Shankara (c.700-c.750) in the 
eighth century adopted a part of Mahayana philosophy, while having criticized it, to 
complete his Advaita doctrine and that Mahayana thought such as Tathagatagarbha 
has substantial similarities with Advaita Vedanta. Vivekananda read Buddhist 
scriptures in Sanskrit before going to Chicago in 1893 (Vivekananda 1890: 224-
229) and placed importance on the Prajna Paramita Sutra, noting how close its 
doctrine was to that of Shankara. (Vivekananda 1889: 211)

This experience made Vivekananda have positive views of Japanese Buddhism 
when he visited Japan on his way to Chicago. In an interview in Madras in February 
1897, he said that he was moved by the Japanese people’s “love for their country” 
and gave a sympathetic impression of Japanese Buddhism as follows: “Japanese 
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Buddhism is entirely different from what you see in Ceylon. It is the same as 
Vedanta. It is positive and theistic Buddhism, not the negative atheistic Buddhism 
of Ceylon.” (Vivekananda 1897a: 210)

Thirdly, Vivekananda had the unique idea that assumed Mahayana Buddhism 
preceded Theravada. In a letter dated February 9 of 1902 written to one of his 
disciples when he was with Okakura in Varanasi, Vivekananda is recorded as 
saying “[t]here are references, though in Buddhistic literature, to Vedanta, and the 
Mahâyâna school of Buddhism is even Advaitistic” and “I hold the Mahayana to be 
the older of the two schools of Buddhism.” (Vivekananda 1902c: 172) He concluded 
this letter by saying “[a] total revolution has occurred in my mind about the relation 
of Buddhism and Neo-Hinduism. I may not live to work out the glimpses, but I 
shall leave the lines of work indicated, and you and your brethren will have to work it 
out.” (Ibid.: 173) This suggests that Vivekananda had conversations with Okakura 
on this point during their travels together. 

As a lay Buddhist, Okakura deeply sympathized with Vivekananda’s thinking 
and described vividly, in his book The Ideal of the East with Special Reference to the 
Art of Japan, how Gautama Buddha embodied the essence of India’s spiritual legacy.

   At any rate it is certain, whether or not there was Tartar blood in his veins, that 
he [Gautama Buddha] embodied the root-idea of that [Indian] race, and in thereby 
universalising Indian idealism in its highest intensity, becomes the ocean in which 
the Ganges and the Hoang-Ho mingle their waters. (Okakura 1903a: 47)

Okakura emphasized that the very spirit of the Buddha had made “Indian 
idealism” reach its culmination and his teachings had spread widely enough 
to “embrace all Asia.” (Ibid.: 46) The following quote shows Okakura’s keen 
sympathy with Vivekananda who insisted on the affinity of Mahayana Buddhism 
with Advaita Vedanta. What Okakura describes here is the image biased by 
Vivekananda’s view of the Buddha rather than the Buddha’s real teachings.

   The Lion of Śākya in shaking his mane disperses the dust of Maya. He breaks 
through slavery to forms, and denies their very existence, as he directs the soul 
towards the Eternal Unity. This gives their basis to the atheistic formulae of 
the later Southern school. At the same time, the joy and glory of union with the 
Absolute gives birth to an immense love of the beauty and significance of things, and 
draws the Northern Buddhists and their brother Hindus to paint the whole world 
with gods. (Ibid.: 47-48)

The great Vedantic revival of ŚaGkarācārya is the assimilation of Buddhism, and its 
emergence in a new dynamic form. And now, in spite of the separation of ages, Japan 
is drawn closer than ever to the motherland of thought. (Ibid.: 52)
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3. The Aim of the “Prajna Paramita Conference” 
in the Context of Japanese Buddhism in the Early Twentieth Century

On arriving in Calcutta, it was not long before Oda became attracted to 
Vivekananda’s ideas on Mahayana Buddhism. The suggestion to invite 
Vivekananda to Japan was expanded to a plan of holding a conference in Japan 
which religious leaders from India, China and Japan would attend. In a magazine 
article from July 1902, Oda, who took initiative in planning the conference, 
was quoted as saying that his visit to India had substantially changed his 
understanding of Hinduism. He stated that “it is certain that Hinduism developed 
out of Brahmanism. But Hinduism nowadays is completely different from the 
old Brahmanism and nearly the same as Buddhism, nothing but Shakyamuni’s 
Mahayana Buddhism,” and “as a result of my suggestion to Hindus, we agreed to 
hold a study meeting of Hinduism and Buddhism in Japan.” (Dentō, no. 266, July 
28, 1902: 35-36. My translation) This conference was named “Prajna Paramita 
Conference” after the Mahayana sutra on which Vivekananda placed importance.

Oda had been interested in the comparative study of religion and dialogue 
between religions for some time. Having studied Theravada Buddhism in Siam, 
he attended the “Meeting on Southern and Northern Buddhism” held in Tokyo 
on November 30, 1893 on the occasion of Anagarika Dharmapala’s (1864-1933) 
second visit to Japan. (Jōdo kyōhō, no. 164 cited in Satō 2008: 340-341) Dharmapala 
was a Theravada activist from Ceylon who sought the cooperation from Japanese 
Buddhists with activities hoping to revive Bodh Gaya as a Buddhist sacred 
place.4 Oda also participated in the “Meeting of Religious Leaders” (Shūkyō-ka 
kondankai 宗教家懇談会) on September 26, 1896, which was joined by participants 
from Christianity, Shinto and Buddhism in a cooperative atmosphere after the 
Parliament of Religions in Chicago.5 Such experiences show that Oda’s attitude 
towards the “Prajna Paramita Conference” was more academic than that of 
Okakura. 

After staying in Bengal for two months, Oda returned to Japan in late May 
and immediately started to prepare for the conference. He departed for China on 
June 3 (Chūgai nippō, June 4, 1902) in order to ask Akya Hutuktu 阿嘉呼図克図 

4. As for Dharmapala’s revival movement of Bodh Gaya, see Trevithick 2006.
5. Anesaki Masaharu 姉崎正治 (1873-1949), a scholar of religious studies who attended 

this meeting, classified the attitudes of the participants into six types and defined Oda 
as one of those who attended there “as merely a scholar, researcher of religion.” It had a 
connotation that Oda’s attitude was not that of a man of religion (Anesaki 1912: 580). 
Hori Shitoku described his impression of Oda as “a scholar but not a man of religion” 
in his diary (Ikeda, Taura and Kawano 2016: 503).
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(1871-1909), the highest Lama priest in Beijing and Yan Wenhui (1837-1911), an 
eminent scholar and reformer of Chinese Buddhism in Nanjing to cooperate in the 
conference. Akya Hutuktu was the nineteenth live Buddha of the Yonghe Temple 
who had visited Japan in summer of 1901 by invitation of Shinshu Ōtani School. 
Oda also attempted to derive support from the headquarters of the Ōtani School 
although he did not have very good relations with them due to past differences. 

In July, a newspaper reported that a “Prajna Paramita Conference” would 
be held in Kyoto in April 1903 at the occasion of the fifth National Industrial 
Exposition in Osaka.6 (Chūgai nippō, July 13 and August 7, 1902) However, as will 
be mentioned later, problems arose causing much confusion over the dates in which 
the conference would be held – and even if the conference would be held at all. 

Vivekananda’s health failed to improve. On July 4, 1902, death claimed him 
during his evening mediation. He was 39 years old. Oda and Okakura had hoped 
he would be main speaker at the conference. Shocked and saddened, they did 
not, however, give up plans to hold the conference. Oda remained especially keen, 
hoping that the conference would stimulate reform within Japanese Buddhism and 
strengthen the integrity of Mahayana teachings. 

A part of Okakura’s letter from India to Oda quoted above was printed in 
the Yomiuri shinbun (February 21, 1902) and in the Shingon magazine Dentō (no. 
256, February 28, 1902) before Oda’s departure for India.7 In Dentō, the article 
was entitled “Daijō sen shōjō” (Mahayana’s precedence over “Hinayana”) and in 
Yomiuri shinbun, “Shūkyō-jō no ichi shinsei: Okakura Kakuzō no indo dayori” 
(A New Religious Idea: Okakura Kakuzō’s Letter from India). Both articles were 
accompanied by the following remarks by Oda or by a reporter who met Oda.

It seems that Vivekananda’s Advaita Vedanta is entirely the same as Mahayana. The 
new theory of an Indian monk is astonishing; he seeks to relate these two creeds, 
once regarded as different lines, pointing out that they have the same origin. While 
daijō hi bussetsu ron 大乗非仏説論 has been ardently questioned in Japan, it is worthy 
of note for scholars that the claim that “Mahayana preceded Hiayana” is being 
advocated in the country where the Buddha used to exist. (Dentō, no. 256, February 
28, 1902, 37. My translation) 

6. Charles Pfoundes (1840-1907), born in Ireland and became a Buddhist in Japan, 
had planned to hold a religious conference at the occasion of the fifth National 
Industrial Exposition (Dentō, no. 267, August 13, 1902). See article on the possibility 
of collaboration between Pfoundes, Oda and Okakura (Dentō, no. 273, November, 
1902). There is no record, however, to show that Pfoundes had contact with them. As 
for Pfoundes’ various activities concerning religious conferences in Japan and abroad, 
see Bocking 2013.

7. The original of Okakura’s letter is missing.
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This shows that Vivekananda’s view of Mahayana Buddhism attracted 
widespread attention in Japan. The argument that Mahayana teachings did not 
stem from the historical Buddha, the so-called “daijō hi bussetsu ron,” was hotly 
debated among Buddhist scholars. While questions regarding the legitimacy 
of Mahayana Buddhism had a long history, in the late nineteenth century, such 
theories, combined with the praise of the Pali Canon espoused by European 
scholars, threatened to belittle the modern Japanese Buddhism that had developed 
largely from Mahayana lines. For example, Murakami Senshō 村上専精 (1851-1929) 
from the Shinshu Ōtani School was criticized for supporting daijō hi bussetsu ron 
from a historical point of view in his book Bukkyō tōitsu-ron 仏教統一論 (On the 
Unification of Buddhism) published in 1901 and was expelled from the priesthood 
for a certain period.

According to Hori ’s diary, on April 2, 1902, when Oda and Okakura 
visited Hori at Belur Math, they talked about daijō hi bussetsu ron as well as the 
Upanishads. (Ikeda, Taura and Kawano 2016: 503) These topics demonstrate 
Oda’s interests and his attraction to Vivekananda’s idea that “Mahayana preceded 
Hinayana.” To Oda, the conference would be a good opportunity to propagate the 
significance of Mahayana Buddhism by demonstrating its affinities with Hinduism.

Okakura, a lay Buddhist, might not have been as concerned as Oda of the 
problems and international reputation of Japanese Buddhism. But Hori’s diary 
notes that Okakura intended to propagate Maruyama’s Buddhist reform movement 
at the conference and that he urged Hori to go back to Japan with him. (Ibid.: 511) 
But Hori decided to remain in India, troubled by his failure to come up with a 
concrete plan of what to do after returning to Japan.

4. Narendranath Sen, a Bengali Theosophist, 
and the “Prajna Paramita Conference”

Since it was necessary to form a committee in Calcutta as well as in Tokyo, 
Narendranath Sen (1843-1911), a Bengal celebrity, organized a committee and 
became its chair. Sen was an attorney and journalist from a distinguished Hindu 
family. He was the founder of the Bengal branch of the Theosophical Society, and 
editor of The Indian Mirror, the first daily newspaper issued by a native Indian. He 
was also active as a member of the Bengal Legislative Council as well as a Municipal 
Commissioner. As a moderate Congressman, he made use of the space in The 
Indian Mirror for the sake of Swadeshi movement, but was always against terrorism 
and other violent means. (Roy 1906: 143-144)

While Indian Theosophists had various attitudes towards Buddhism, one could 
say that Sen was the most pro-Buddhist among them. He was on friendly terms 
with Anagarika Dharmapala, and was willing to use his influence to encourage a 
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Buddhist revival in India. (Amunugama 1991) The Maha Bodhi Society, founded 
by Dharmapala in Colombo in 1891 in order to revive Bodh Gaya, moved its 
office to Calcutta in 1892. Dharmapala’s activities were hindered by conflicts with 
the Shaiva Mahant (abbot) who was in charge of Bodh Gaya. As a visitor from 
Ceylon, however, Dharmapala needed the support of local Hindu gentlemen in 
order to legitimate his activities in India. Also in 1892 in Calcutta, Kripasaran 
Mahasthavir (1865-1926), a prominent priest from Chittagong, founded the 
Bauddha Dharmankur Sabha (The Bengal Buddhist Association) for the revival 
of Theravada Buddhism. Sen also supported this group as a member. (Chowdhury 
2010: 9) In the same year, Sen organized the Buddhist Text Society and became 
its chair in collaboration with outstanding Sanskrit scholars and Sarat Chandra 
Das (1849-1917), the pioneer of Tibetan studies who supported the Theosophical 
Society by facilitating contacts with Tibetan Buddhism. Thus, Sen played a central 
role in the Buddhist revival movement in Bengal that began in the 1890s. He had 
great esteem for the Buddha and believed that a synthetic investigation of Buddhism 
and Hinduism, free from the difference of sect and caste, was indispensable for the 
revival of Indian religions. To him, the revival of Buddhism was necessary in order 
to regain India’s high position in Asia and to form cooperative relationships with 
other Buddhist countries.

Sen’s propaganda activities in The Indian Mirror demonstrate his efforts to 
make a Buddhist revival develop in harmony with Hindus, not against them. 
On October 25, 1891, Dharmapala gave his first lecture in India under the title, 
“Buddhism in its Relationship with Hinduism,” chaired by Sen at the Albert Hall 
in Calcutta. Focusing on this lecture, an editorial in The Indian Mirror, dated 
November 3, entitled “Future of the Hindu Race,” praised the solidarity of Hindus 
and Buddhists as follows. Although “true Hinduism” was “not the Hinduism as 
is being understood and practised by the Hindus of the present generation,” “the 
religion preached by Buddha, containing the best that ever was in Hinduism, has on 
the whole survived the ravages of time.” While “Buddhist missionaries from India” 
“went forth East and West to preach the faith of their Master,” “[t]he Hindus have 
kept themselves long aloof from the millions upon millions of Buddhists of China, 
Japan, Burma, Siam, Tibet and Ceylon.” If India would “take the hand which the 
Buddhists now proffer,” in “right, pure friendship,” “her sons will not be found 
only between the limited area, between the Himalayas and Cape Comorin, but her 
millions upon millions of sons outside and beyond will work for her with all zeal 
and ardency of sons that had been disowned, but are now restored to their long lost 
mother’s affections.” (cited in Dharmapala 1928: 30-33) Although this editorial is 
unsigned, it is safe to regard it as written by Sen or under his direction.

Sen’s Buddhist network of contacts developed beyond India. He corresponded 
with Paul Carus (1852-1919), the founder of the United States branch of the Maha 
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8. Vivekananda had feelings of near hatred towards the Ceylonese Buddhism. See 
Vivekananda, date unknown d: 336-337 and 1897b: 505-506.

Bodhi Society and the editor of The Open Court, a famous magazine of religion. 
Some issues of The Open Court included articles on the Buddhist events in India 
in which Sen was involved. The magazine also reported the “Prajna Paramita 
Conference” and that Sen would go to Japan as one of the Hindu delegates. 
(“Conference of the Asiatic Creeds,” The Open Court, no. 557, October 1902: 630-
631)

While an ardent promoter of Buddhist revival, Sen was also keen in supporting 
Vivekananda in order to accelerate the modern reform of Hindu society. It was 
the The Indian Mirror that celebrated Vivekananda’s success in the West; he was 
unknown in India before his trip to the United States in 1893. Despite various 
reactions to Vivekananda’s activities abroad including criticism by conservative 
Brahmans, Sen exerted himself, sometimes with exaggeration, in praising 
Vivekananda as a monk struggling abroad on behalf of the honor of Hinduism and 
India. (Chattopadhyaya 1999: 152-176) Sen, as a Bengal celebrity, must also have 
felt the need to compensate for the fact that it was not the Bengalis, the people of 
Vivekananda’s homeland, but the Maharaja of Khetri, the Raja of Ramnad, and the 
people of Madras who had admired the unknown monk and sent him to the United 
States.

Sen, a man of modesty, never protested, even when Vivekananda offended the 
Theosophists or Ceylonese Buddhists such as Dharmapala by harshly criticizing 
them in contrast to his sympathy with Mahayana Buddhism.8 

In addition to his pro-Buddhist sentiments, the connection with Vivekananda 
may have led Sen to undertake the chair of the committee of the “Prajna Paramita 
Conference.” The first article on the plan of the proposed conference was included 
in the July 23, 1902 issue of The Indian Mirror (“A Dharma Mandal in Japan” 
(Specially Translated for “The Indian Mirror”)). The third article, an editorial 
dated July 27, entitled “The Coming Prajna Paramita Conference in Japan,” 
described details of the plan and celebrated the collaboration of Buddhists and 
Hindus: “[i]t is a matter for sincere congratulation, that Buddhists and Hindus 
are working hand in hand for a religious revival and religious co-operation.” 
It concluded that “[o]nly a visit to Japan will show, what little difference exists 
between even the popular Hinduism of the present day and the Buddhism of the 
Northern School, not to speak of the great similarity existing between the Sankhya 
or Vedantic and the Buddhistic philosophical cults.” In addition, the article noted: 
“[t]he Prajna Paramita Conference will mark an epoch in the history of Asia. For, 
as we have already said, it will be the first of a series of Conferences, proposed to be 
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held periodically in the East.” Although unclear if Okakura and Oda had agreed to 
such ambitious plans, Sen obviously had great expectations for the conference and 
worked earnestly for its success.9

Sen recognized the opportunity to send Hindu delegates to an international 
conference in Japan as effective way to enhance the religious solidarity and national 
consciousness of India. He envisioned a complementary relationship between India 
as the “mother” of ancient civilization filled with wisdom, and Japan, the Buddhist 
“son” who was becoming a rising nation and stimulating his “mother.” A note on the 
“Prajna Paramita Conference” in The Open Court may well have been speaking up 
on behalf of Sen: “Japan owes a large debt to India, and the forthcoming gatherings 
are in the nature of a friendly return to the intellectual advantages which Japan has 
derived from Indian civilization it the past.” (“Notes,” The Open Court, no. 558, 
November 1902: 704)

In addition to Sen as chair, nine Bengal celebrities became committee members, 
including Surendranath Tagore as Honorary Secretary, Rabindranath Tagore, Hem 
Chandra Mallik (1855-1906) and Hirendranath Dutta (1868-1942). (The Indian 
Mirror, September 4, 1902) Some of them shared elevated positions in society: 
barristers at the Calcutta High Court, members of Congress, or well-known literary 
figures. According to Hori’s diary, it was suggested that Rabindranath Tagore 
would go to Japan to attend the conference. (Ikeda, Taura and Kawano 2016: 511)

Hem Chandra Mallik, a member of the wealthy Bose Mallik family, was closely 
associated with Okakura. He was a nationalist, influenced by Bal Gangadhar Tilak 
(1856-1920), an early advocate of swaraj (self rule). Mallik also insisted on Indian 
independence. Moreover, as a close friend of Rabindranath Tagore, he contributed 
to the cultural revival of Bengal as a devotee of literature, drama and music. (De 

9.    Sen, as a Congress member, was enthusiastic to establish nation-wide political 
and religious bonds in India. Before his involvement with the “Prajna Paramita 
Conference,” Sen had for some time suggested successive operations to hold domestic 
religious conferences in India. The editorial above mentions that “…we wrote several 
articles, urging the necessity of holding a Religious Conference every year along 
with the Indian National Congress and the Social Conference. We desired to see a 
beginning in this direction made last year, but for want of time we were unable to see 
the project carried out.” (The Indian Mirror, July 27, 1902)

         Held only once, a “Convention of Religions in India” was materialized in Calcutta 
during April 9-11, 1909. A collaboration of the Vivekananda Society, many Bengal 
celebrities and various religious leaders helped to realize this conference that attracted 
participants from all over India. Sen and Dharmapala gave speeches there (The 
Vivekananda Society 1910). I thank Professor Boaz Huss for kindly informing me of 
this conference. 
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1996: 34-44) Nirode Chandra Mallik, Hem Chandra’s son, accompanied Okakura 
on his return to Japan (The Indian Mirror, December 9, 1902) and cooperated with 
preparations for the conference.10

Hirendranath Dutta was an attorney and a Congress member who won a case 
in defense of Aurobindo Ghose (1872-1950) in 1908. An ardent Theosophist, he 
became the International Vice President of the society between 1934 and 1941 and 
supported Annie Besant (1847-1933), the President and activist on behalf of Indian 
home rule. Dutta married Indumati, Hem Chandra Mallik’s niece, thus allowing 
for more links with Okakura. 

5. The Aftermath of the Unsuccessful Plan

Through The Indian Mirror and other newspapers, word of the conference 
spread beyond Bengal and aroused general interest in India, especially in light of 
Vivekananda’s international success. The Indian Mirror on August 22 reported 
that their office was f looded with inquiries (“The Hindu-Buddhistic Religious 
Conference in Japan,” The Indian Mirror, August 22, 1902) and reprinted some 
articles from newspapers in Pune and Bombay. (“Religious Conference in Japan 
(Marhatta, Puna)” and “The Hindus and Buddhists (Native Opinion Bombay),” 
The Indian Mirror, August 22, 1902) It was also reported that Swami Rama Tirtha 
(1873-1906), a famous Vedantist from Punjab, would be sent to Japan as one of the 
delegates. (The Indian Mirror, August 23, 1902)

However, insufficient contact between the committees in Calcutta and Tokyo 
was the cause of much trouble. As mentioned above, Oda was reported in July to 
have said that the dates of the conference would be April 1903. But the articles 
from the same period in The Indian Mirror indicate that the committee in Calcutta 
thought that the conference would be held in October of 1902 (July 25, 1902). 
Although there is no record to show how this inconsistency aroused, there is a 
possibility that the initial dates would be changed by Oda after he returned to 
Japan. The Calcutta members were informed of this change after Swami Rama 
had departed for Japan. The Indian Mirror on September 4 included a September 
3 letter to Sen from Okakura, who was still in Calcutta, and an article in the joint 
names of Calcutta committee members, that sought to postpone the conference 
until the next April. (“Postponement of the Prajna Paramita Conference till April 
Next” and “The Prajna Paramita Conference — A Postponement,” The Indian 

10. It was reported that Nirode accompanied Oda to see the head of Ōtani School in 
Kyoto for a consultation about the conference (“Oda Tokunō shi” (On Rev. Oda 
Tokunō), Chūgai nippō, November 12, 1902).
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Mirror, September 4, 1902) Okakura’s letter noted that he had just been informed 
by Oda of the postponement of the conference and that it would be good to give 
delegates and visitors the “opportunity of visiting the Quinquennial Industrial 
Exhibition of Japan to be held in Osaka.” Oda’s dispatch was too late, even taking 
the postal conditions of that time into account.

Okakura left India for Japan on October 6 and arrived in Kobe on 30th of the 
same month. Soon after his return, newspapers and magazines reported that two 
Hindu monks including Swami Rama Tirtha, keen to attend the conference, had 
arrived in Japan as a result of these inconsistent announcements.11 The press was 
full of criticism of Okakura and Oda. Swami Rama agreed to give several lectures in 
Tokyo, but left shortly for the United States. 

Moreover, some Indian students in Japan insisted in the press that the 15,000 
rupees donated from India for the conference had not been dealt with properly 
after having been sent to the organizers in Japan. (Dentō, no. 274, November 
28, 1902: 35) This rumor reached India where newspapers cast doubts on the 
credibility of the conference. The Indian Mirror on December 9 opposed this 
negative atmosphere, regarding it as “a serious misunderstanding” and insisted that 
the conference would certainly be held, citing a part of a personal letter from Kyoto 
dated November 4. This letter must have been from Nirode Chandra Mallik who 
was in Kyoto with Okakura and Oda. The letter stated that Okakura was trying 
to convince the persons in charge that the delegates would be really sent from India 
since they were doubting it so that the committee in Calcutta “should send at least a 
portion of India’s promised contribution to inspire confidence here that delegates are 
coming.” (The Indian Mirror, December 9, 1902)

On December 10, the next day, a telegram from Okakura that read “Conference 
all right. Discard rumours” appeared in an article entitled “The Japanese Religious 
Conference at Kioto” of The Indian Mirror. In the same article, the writer, probably 
Sen, expressed his relief and restated expectations of the conference.

At that time in Japan, Okakura and Oda were making efforts to gain the 
cooperation of the mayor of Kyoto city, the prefectural governor and the chair of 
the Kyoto Chamber of Commerce and Industry. (Dentō, no. 275, December 13, 
1902: 32) Okakura responded to criticism in the press by contributing a letter 
under a pen name to The Japan Times in December, stating that the organizers 
were making efforts to materialize the conference with the support of the Shinshu 

11. The other Indian monk who came to Japan was named Agamiya Parama Tattva. 
His background is unknown. He was mentioned in the Japanese press as a victim of 
irresponsible announcement of the conference. During his stay in Japan, he associated 
with Toki Hōryū (1854-1923), a Shingon monk who had participated in the World’s 
Parliament of Religions in Chicago (Okamoto 2013: 156-158).
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Ōtani School, and that the donation from India had not yet been sent to Japan. 
(December 26, 1902) But in fact, the Shinshu Ōtani School was busy dealing with 
their own financial troubles and had no time to support the conference. Around the 
beginning of the following year, the project faded away without explanation from 
the organizers. This fiasco was reported not only in Japan and India but also in the 
United States. Articles in The Open Court included news of the “Prajna Paramita 
Conference” and its failure. (no. 560, January 1903: 64; no. 562, March 1903: 192) 
So far, no thoughts or reflections by Okakura or Oda on the failed projects have 
been discovered. 

6. Collision between Vivekananda and the Two Japanese Buddhists

Swami Vivekananda passed away without coming to Japan for a second visit. 
Although he made plans to travel to Japan after his remarkable encounter with 
Okakura, (Vivekananda 1902a: 176) he later decided against the venture, feeling 
somewhat out of sorts with Okakura and Oda. In the letter he wrote to Josephine 
MacLeod on April 21 while Okakura, Oda and Hori were on their way to Bodh 
Gaya, Vivekananda confessed “[i]t seems the plan of going to Japan seems to have 
come to naught... I am not sufficiently acquainted with the Japanese.” (Vivekananda 
1902d: 179)

While there is no clear evidence of any discord between them, Vivekananda did 
hint at his disappointment with the Japanese Buddhists regarding the asceticism 
of monks. In his letter to Sara Chapman Bull (1850-1911), his devoted supporter, 
Vivekananda stated “[m]odern Buddhism — having fallen among races who had 
not yet come up to the evolution of marriage — has made a travesty of monasticism. 
So until there is developed in Japan a great and sacred ideal about marriage (apart 
from mutual attraction and love), I do not see how there can be great monks and 
nuns.” (Vivekananda 1902e: 180) In Japan, the Meiji government announced that 
Buddhist monks were allowed to eat meat and get married; Shinshu schools, of 
course, had allowed a married priesthood long before then. That fact might be 
impossible for Vivekananda to understand or condone. Sister Nivedita (Margaret 
Elizabeth Noble 1867-1911), his disciple, stated that “[t]o the conscience of the 
Swami, his monastic vows were incomparably precious. To him personally, as to 
any sincere monk, marriage, or any step associated with it, would have been the 
first of crimes…The very fact of un-married-ness counted with him as a spiritual 
asset” (Sister Nivedita 1910: 215) and “[t]he vows of celibacy” would lead to “the 
superiority of the soul to the personal impulse.” (Ibid.: 217)

A more serious difference between Vivekananda and the two Japanese 
derived from their basic view of Buddhism. Vivekananda’s view of the Buddha 
and Buddhism, which impressed Okakura, in fact, depended on a Hindu-centric 
context. 
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While the citation above from Vivekananda’s speech on Buddhism at the 
Chicago Parliament of Religions seemingly suggested an equal solidarity of 
Buddhism and Hinduism, the gist of the whole speech was designed to define 
the Buddha as the one who had contributed to “fulfill” and diffuse the essence 
of Hinduism, not as the founder of a new creed, and to insist that the Buddha’s 
followers had not understood his teachings.

...But the real difference that we Hindus want to show between modern Buddhism 
and what we should understand as the teachings of Lord Buddha, lies principally 
in this: Shâkya Muni came to preach nothing new. He also, like Jesus, came to 
fulfill and not to destroy. Only, in the case of Jesus, it was the old people, the Jews, 
who did not understand him, while in the case of Buddha, it was his own followers 
who did not realise the importance of his teachings. As the Jew did not understand 
the fulfillment of the Old Testament, so the Buddhist did not understand the 
fulfillment of the truths of the Hindu religion. Again, I repeat, Shâkya Muni 
came not to destroy, but he was the fulfillment, the logical conclusion, the logical 
development of the religion of the Hindus.
...Shâkya Muni himself was a monk, and it was his glory that he had the large-
heartedness to bring out the truths from the hidden Vedas and throw them 
broadcast all over the world. (Vivekananda 1893: 21-22)

It has been pointed out that Vivekananda mobilized the Buddha to strengthen 
the ideology of Veda-centered Neo-Hinduism omitting the fact that the Buddha 
advocated the impermanence of worldly things and did not mention the existence of 
Ātman.12

While greatly admiring the Buddha for his strong spirit and his courage 
to accomplish his work, Vivekananda denied the originality of the Buddha’s 
teachings and included him into a Hindu universalism in front of an Indian and 
Euro-American audience, saying “[e]very one of Buddha’s teachings is founded 
in the Vedantas.” (Vivekananda 1895a: 509) Vivekananda regarded “the original 
Buddhism” or “true Buddhism” advocated by the Buddha as being subsumed under 
Hinduism stating that “the essence of Buddhism was all borrowed from the same 
Upanishads; even the ethics, the so-called great and wonderful ethics of Buddhism, 
were there word for word, in some one or other of the Upanishads.” (Vivekananda, 
date unknown a: 230) Thus he argued “Buddha was a great Vedantist (for 
Buddhism was really only an offshoot of Vedanta), and Shankara is often called a 
‘hidden Buddhist.’ Buddha made the analysis, Shankara made the synthesis out of 
it.” (Vivekananda, 1895b: 59)

12. Joshi 1983, King 1999, Holt 2004 and Yamashita 2010. While these studies are 
critical of Vivekananda’s view of Buddhism, Long 2005 and Hirano 2011 find positive 
significance in it.
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In addition to such views of the Buddha, Vivekananda stated that Buddhists 
committed a fault not only for misunderstanding the meaning of their master’s 
teachings but also for corrupting India so that “the whole work in India is a 
reconquest of this Buddhistic degradation by the Vedanta.” (Vivekananda, date 
unknown b: 265)

On the one hand, Vivekananda distinguished Mahayana Buddhism from 
early Buddhist schools and placed importance on the former as a sect related to 
Vedanta. On the other hand, he often directed severe criticism at Buddhists in 
general declaring that they had not inherited what Vivekananda thought to be the 
“true Buddhism,” which was included in Hinduism. As Vivekananda insisted on 
the necessity of “a conscious attempt to stretch out the whole doctrine to include 
the heretics,” (Vivekananda, date unknown c: 279) his sympathy with Mahayana 
Buddhism was to contribute to the enhancement of the universality of Advaita 
Vedanta. While Okakura admired Hinduism as the “brother” of Buddhism, 
Vivekananda defined “true Buddhism” as a part of Hinduism under the Hindu 
inclusivism. It seems Okakura did not notice the intensity of Vivekananda’s sense of 
mission as a leader of Neo-Hinduism during their conversations on their journey to 
Bodh Gaya and Varanasi.

Meanwhile, Okakura’s view of Indian religions was equally biased. Despite his 
visit to the sacred places of various religions in India, he, along with most other 
Japanese, saw India primarily as the birthplace of Gautama Buddha. To Okakura, 
Buddhism in India represented the “great ocean of idealism.” (Okakura 1903a: 14) 
His experiences such as finding the source of the wall paintings of Hōryū-ji Temple 
in the Ajanta Caves only confirmed his belief in the flow of Buddhist ideas from 
India to Japan via China. (Okakura 1903b: 262-263, Okakura 1903c: 265-270) In 
The Ideals of the East, the chapter on Indian art and thought was predictably entitled 
“Buddhism and Indian Art.” 

Conclusion

Oda and Okakura’s initial plan to hold “a study meeting of Hinduism and 
Buddhism in Japan” was not intended to be a second World’s Parliament of 
Religions. Nonetheless, several points show that the “Prajna Paramita Conference” 
did in fact follow in the footsteps of the Chicago Parliament. 

First, Oda was motivated to collaborate with Hindus due to the emergence of 
comparative studies of religions after the Parliament. Second, the “Prajna Paramita 
Conference” was designed to draw international attention by inviting a worldly 
famous Hindu leader and as his counterpart, the highest Lama priest, the live 
Buddha of the Yonghe Temple. Third, the conference was to be held on the occasion 
of an industrial exposition although it was domestic since Japan at that time could 
not afford to hold a world exposition. Oda seemed conscious, as were many Indian 
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people, of the influence of an international conference as a new effective style of 
religious appeal. He expected to achieve good results from a dialogue with Hindus 
even after Vivekananda’s death. If this conference had been realized, it might have 
been a precious opportunity to develop contacts between Japanese scholars and 
Sanskrit scholars who were associated with Sen and Tagore. One can also imagine 
the positive possibility to cultivate exchanges of comparative studies of Sanskrit and 
Chinese translation of Buddhist sutras by Indian, Japanese and Chinese scholars 
such as Yan Wenhui.

As Oda tried to invite participants from China, it was also important for 
Okakura to confirm the prolific development of Mahayana Buddhism in Asia. As 
for Okakura, the importance of the conference seemed to be placed on making 
Asian religious leaders speak up for the “broad expanse of love for the Ultimate and 
Universal,” (Okakura 1903a: 13) a value which he discovered in beauty and religion 
of Asia. He might wish to delineate a collaboration of Buddhists and Hindus as a 
sort of counter discourse against Western orientalists’ views of Asian religions.

Compounding the reasons the conference failed were careless management and 
the financial problems of the Shinshu Ōtani School. In India, where Vivekananda’s 
international success was still fresh in people’s minds, expectations for the 
conference spread beyond Bengal. The celebrities of Calcutta were willing to join 
as committee members. In Japan, however, the organizers were unable to attract the 
participation of other Buddhist sects or groups than Shinshu Ōtani School. In any 
case, the proposed conference was far from gaining the broad support of Buddhist 
groups in Japan. Criticism by the press also stood in the way of the organizers. 

More serious issues beyond such organizational problems included the 
complicated relationships between people who were attempting to bring about the 
modern reform of Buddhism and Hinduism. No matter whether the conference 
was carried out or not, the collision between the persons listed here was the epitome 
of the conflict of nationalism and the interests of Asian religions. While Okakura 
conceived of the ideal of Asian cultural unity based on Buddhism, Vivekananda 
always postulated a Hindu universalism that included Buddhism. Vivekananda’s 
view of Buddhism did not deviate from the general Hindu view regarding Buddhism 
as no more than an “offshoot” of Hinduism. Oda, on the other hand, sought the 
support of the influential Hindu leader in order to solve the basic problem within 
Japanese Buddhism brought by daijō hibussetsu ron. Cooperation with Vivekananda 
could prove attractive to Japanese Buddhists, as it would strengthen attempts to 
upgrade the image of Mahayana Buddhism in intellectual discourse. However, 
Vivekananda’s sympathy with Japanese Buddhism, which was within his grand 
design of the universality of Neo-Hinduism, disappeared when he learned that 
monks were allowed to marry in Japan.

Moreover, it was ironic that Sen, a devoted supporter of Dharmapala and 
Kripasaran, became chair of the Calcutta committee despite the fact that Theravada 
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Buddhism was completely left out of the conference as planned by Oda, Okakura 
and Vivekananda. Contrary to Sen’s will, the conference betrayed the religious 
friction that existed in India and between India and Japan below the surface. 
While Sen supported both Vivekananda and Dharmapala and placed importance 
on reconciliation seeking the religious revival and spiritual awakening of India, 
Dharmapala’s compatibility with Hindus did not continue. (Prothero 1996: 161-
163, 165-169) Sen hoped that India, the religious “mother,” would cultivate a 
friendly relationship with her “son” Japan through Buddhism, and that this new 
relationship would stimulate the national self-esteem of India. But this dream ended 
unrealized.

In Japan, an interest in Theravada Buddhism developed in the Meiji period 
causing several monks, including Oda, to travel to Siam or Ceylon in order to 
learn about it. But with few exceptions, it was general among Japanese Buddhists 
to regard Mahayana as superior to “Hinayana.” Dharmapala’s request to Japanese 
Buddhists for cooperation with his activities concerning Bodh Gaya gradually 
began to draw criticism from within Japan. During the stay of Okakura and Oda 
in India, Dharmapala made his third visit to Japan and thus did not have a chance 
to meet. Oda nonetheless was critical of Dharmapala’s activities. For example, 
when he spoke about his pilgrimage to Bodh Gaya, Oda stated “those who will visit 
Bodh Gaya should not mention Dharmapala’s name there. I have heard unfavorable 
rumors concerning him even in Burma. I think other good opportunities will come 
in order to revive Buddhist sacred sites.” (Oda 1902, My translation) During his 
stay in Bodh Gaya, Okakura, too, tried to differentiate himself from Dharmapala 
who was in conflict with Mahant.13 Okakura and Oda admired Vivekananda’s Neo-
Hinduism as the true purpose of their visit to India rather than any sympathy with 
the ongoing Theravada movement in Calcutta. 

The “Prajna Paramita Conference,” envisioned as the forerunner of a series of 
international events to be hosted by Buddhists, failed to materialize and has nearly 

13. Okakura asked Mahant for permission to purchase a piece of land near the Maha 
Bodhi Temple in Bodh Gaya in order to build a rest house for Japanese worshipers. 
But Mahant declined Okakura’s request. Steven Kemper introduced Okakura’s 
letter to Mahant dated April 26, 1902, a letter that is said to have been acquired by 
Dharmapala. In this letter, Okakura expressed his regret based on his view, without 
mentioning Dharmapala, that the name of Japanese Buddhism was used by Theravada 
Buddhist movement concerning Bodh Gaya, and emphasized that he had no relation 
with that movement. It is unclear how Dharmapala acquired the letter (Kemper 2015: 
229-230). According to Hori’s diary (Ikeda, Taura and Kawano 2016: 505-506), the 
date of the letter is consistent with the period from April 22 to 27 when Okakura, Oda 
and Hori stayed in Bodh Gaya.
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disappeared from the mainstream of history. This failed project shows that attempts 
at religious exchange in modern Asia had to face not only administrative difficulties 
but also differences of national purposes and religious mission. The reality of 
the persons who became engaged with the conference directly and indirectly was 
far from Okakura’s vision to form one single voice of Asia. When the plan of the 
World’s Parliament of Religions was proposed in Chicago, there were arguments 
for and against it among various Christian sects, and statements regarding whether 
or not to join. (Mori 1990: 6-10) But the organizers of the “Prajna Paramita 
Conference” had a higher wall to overcome before they could begin to establish close 
ties and carry out any dialogue between the religions of Asia. 

This work was supported by JSPS KAKENHI Grant Number 25244011, 20445620.
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