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Report on the “Asian Buddhism: Plural Colonialisms 
and Plural Modernities” Workshop 

Building off post-colonial and post-modern intellectual trends, scholars of 
modern Buddhism have begun to push beyond traditional understandings of 
terms like “modernity” and binary modes of thinking such as “East” and “West.”  
This work not only challenges us to consider the limitations of these conceptual 
frameworks, but also serves as a much-needed corrective to earlier scholarship by 
taking seriously Asian Buddhist agency and the complexity of the global networks 
in which these Buddhists were embedded. For three days in early December 2014, 
modern Buddhism scholars from around the world gathered in Kyoto, Japan for 
a conference titled Asian Buddhism: Plural Colonialisms and Plural Modernities 
to continue this work. With a mixture of seminar and workshop formats, the 
conference centered on topics such as transnational networks, modern institutions, 
political ideologies, and a vast array of important modern Buddhist figures. 

Networks have become an increasingly central topic in the field of Modern 
Buddhist Studies, as they serve to highlight the complexity of intellectual, political, 
economic, social, and religious exchange, challenging unilateral depictions of 
exchange in favor of the multi-nodal. Several papers at this conference dealt with the 
important role of local, regional, and international networks in modern Buddhism. 
Alicia Turner’s “Connections and Collaborations across Colonies: Local Networks that 
Facilitated the Flow of Buddhist Reform in Southeast Asia” looked at what she calls 
the “organic” networks such as trade and intermarriage that supported the more overt 
networks of Buddhist modernizers. Nile Green examined the cross-cultural and 
inter-religious exchanges between various groups in Japan and Muslims from India, 
the Middle East, and Central Asia that led to the emergence of Japan as a “new 
Muslim hub” from the late Meiji to the early Showa periods. The failed Republican-
era program of sending young Chinese monks to Ceylon to study ‘pure’ and ‘original’ 
Buddhism was the topic for Justin Ritzinger’s talk “Original Buddhism and Its 
Discontents: The Chinese Buddhist Exchange Monks and the Search for the Pure 
Dharma in Ceylon.” Ritzinger examined the contrast between the romanticized tone 
of the young monks’ published essays and the resentful tone in their private letters 
to uncover lessons about leading issues of the day found within this failed program. 
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The relationship between Buddhism and modern institutions is another 
prominent theme in recent scholarship. Studies of this type tend to examine the 
dialectic process through which Buddhist groups adopt, adapt, and transform 
modern institutional formats for their own ends. Three presentations addressed 
interactions between Buddhism and modern institutions. Hwansoo Kim looked at 
the manifold factors that led to the establishment of Korea’s Great Head Temple, 
Chogyesa in 1940 in his paper “Striking A Win-Win Deal: Establishing the Great 
Head Temple Chogyesa in 1940 Downtown Seoul.” Kim shed new light on the 
debates surrounding Chogyesa’s institutional role and legitimacy and its relationship 
to colonial authorities. In “Absolutely Not a Business: Scriptural Presses and the 
Commercialization of Chinese Buddhist Print Culture in the 1920s,” Gregory 
Adam Scott analyzed the tension between the commercial and spiritual gains to be 
made by Chinese Buddhist scriptural publishing institutions. He emphasized the 
impact this along with other new forms of print culture had on modern Chinese 
Buddhist culture. Uri Kaplan’s presentation “From Preachers to Teachers: The New 
Buddhist Lay Education System of the Korean Chogye Order” looked at the use of 
education to create a unified “lay orthodoxy” in Korean Buddhism. Drawing on his 
dissertation fieldwork, Kaplan discussed the motivation of these lay students and 
detailed the array of educational elements, including textbooks, courses, and exams, 
that have revolutionized the Chogye Order in recent decades. 

Issues of politics, ideology and transmission were important themes uniting quite 
a few of the papers. This research highlighted the complex entanglements between 
the political and religious spheres in the modern era. On the problem of defining 
“Buddhism” for a global audience in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Laurence 
Cox’s presentation “Inventing Global Buddhism: Repertoires in Transition” examined 
the sources and ‘repertoires,’ from which Irish and British Buddhist converts and 
sympathizers in the modern period came to define Buddhism vis-à-vis colonialism 
and the socio-political landscape of the time period. Kondō Shuntarō’s “Marxism 
and Buddhism in Modern Japan: The Anti-Religion Movement” investigated the 
Marxist anti-religion movement critique of temples and all organized religion in 1930s 
Japan. Kondō focused not only on these critiques, but also the diversity of Buddhist 
responses, that ranged from counter-critiques of the anti-religion movement to the 
formation of Marxist-inspired Buddhist socialism. In “Zen Buddhism in Japan-US 
Relations During the Vietnam War (1963-1976)” Alice Freeman looked to a series of 
events: the strained diplomatic relations between the United States and Japan during 
the Vietnam War, the death of D.T. Suzuki and the succession of Thich Nhat Hanh 
as the face of Zen in the West, to understand the development of a “transnational, 
pacifist, ‘Engaged’ Buddhism” visible in both Asia and the West today. An influential 
Buddhist metaphysical theory, genshō soku jitsuzai (the theory of the identity of 
phenomena and reality), was the subject of Hasegawa Takuya’s presentation “Herbert 
Spencer and Meiji Period Buddhist Philosophy.” Hailed by some in East Asia as an 
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indigenous philosophy that could counter Western thought, Hasegawa identifies the 
perhaps surprising influence of Herbert Spencer in this theory by placing it in the 
context of global intellectual trends of the time period. Luke Heslop’s “Enmity of the 
Robe” analyzed the “public political performances” of the right-wing Sinhala Buddhist 
group, the Bodu Bala Sena (Buddhist Strength Force) in Sri Lanka as a social 
phenomenon involving the centralization of the monastic vocation by charismatic 
monks spanning before, during, and after the colonial period. 

Lastly, many of the presenters focused on illuminating the lives and thought of a 
variety of modern Buddhist figures. These papers sought either to introduce lesser-
known figures, or to shed new light on more prominent modern Buddhists. Brian 
Bocking placed the life and career of Charles Pfoundes, founder of the ‘Buddhist 
Propagation Society,’ the first overseas Buddhist mission to the West in London 
in 1889, within the broader context of both local and global religious and spiritual 
networks of his time. Honganji-ha priest Akamatsu Renjō was the subject of 
Christiane Banse’s paper “Modern Buddhism and Social Work: Akamatsu Renjō’s 
Notion of Jizen.” Akamatsu was one of the founders of the “Buddhist Benevolent 
Society of Great Japan” and Banse looked at Akamatsu’s time in England in 1872 
and the effect this time abroad had on the development of his notion of jizen. Ōgi 
Naoyuki’s presentation, “Kenmyō Takagi: An Example of the Buddhist Way of 
Life in Imperialism,” followed the life of Shinshū Ōtani-ha priest Kenmyō Takagi, 
a Meiji period Buddhist reformer. Ōgi highlights Takagi’s life and work, which 
included pacifism, calling for the liberation of the burakumin (Japanese untouchables) 
and an end to prostitution, in order to complicate the popular narrative of Shinshū 
Buddhists’ complicity in Japanese imperialism and other Meiji government policies. 
The early work of Sakaino Kōyō, student of Murakami Senshō and founder of the 
modern field of Chinese Buddhist historiography, was the focus for Erik Schicketanz’s 
paper “Sakaino Kōyō’s Buddhist Historiography and its Intellectual Background.” 
Schicketanz considered Sakaino’s treatment of Chinese Buddhism within the wider 
context of national Buddhist identities. The eclectic religious experiences of the little-
known figure Suga Shunei was the topic of Ryan Ward’s presentation, “On Suga 
Shunei: A Man of Many Allegiances.” Ward illustrated the myriad movements that 
intersected Japanese Buddhism in the modern period including Marxism, Christianity, 
new religions and more could be found in the biography of a single man, Suga, and thus 
his life can shed light on the notion of tenko, or conversion. G. Clinton Godart explored 
understudied aspects of 1930s figure Ishiwara Kanji and his Pan-Asian Nichirenist 
organization, the East-Asia League in “Buddhism, War, and Technology: Rethinking 
Ishiwara Kanji and the East-Asia League Movement.” Godart emphasized the role of 
science and technology in the League’s vision for local reform movements. 

In addition to the papers summarized above, Iwata Mami, Okamoto Yoshiko, 
and Ohmi Toshihiro gave papers that have been expanded into articles found in this 
issue. Throughout the weekend, opportunities abounded for stimulating intellectual 
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discussion with modern Buddhist Studies scholars, both junior and senior, from around 
the world. The gathering culminated in a banquet on Saturday evening and concluded 
with a sightseeing tour of the Nishi-Honganji Head Temple on Monday morning. 

Asian Buddhism: Plural Colonialisms and Plural Modernities, 
Workshop #3 - Kyoto

Aims and objectives

In Japan, there has been a comparatively large amount of research on modern 
Buddhism since 1957 (the year thatYoshida Kyūichi’s memorial research was 
published). Many scholars have produced rigorous historical scholarship, especially 
since 2000, when a new generation began trying to understand modern Buddhism 
in the contexts of colonialism and globalism. In 2005, there was a stimulating 
panel entitled “Local Buddhisms and Transnational Contacts, 1868-1945” at the 
International Association for the History of Religions (IAHR) conference in Tokyo. 
Six years later an international conference on modern Buddhism entitled “Modernity 
and Buddhism,” which could be described as its follow up, was held in 2011 at the 
International Research Center for Japanese Studies (Nichibunken) in Kyoto.

Other countries have also seen increased interest in modern Buddhism, and 
new directions in research have begun to take shape in recent years.  They include 
(1) a focus on new ‘translocative’ research questions rather than nation-centric or 
‘East-West’ studies, (2) international and multidisciplinary/multilingual academic 
collaboration (3) the exponential growth of digital humanities resources. In 2012 
and 2013 key international workshops in Ireland (Cork) and USA (Duke) brought 
together scholars from across the world to share new insights. Those conferences 
revealed the extraordinary potential of this new ‘turn’ in Religious Studies to 
locate Buddhist modernizing activities within global religious, socio-political and 
technological transformations in the period.

This 2014 workshop is an academic event that traces the path taken by the 2005 
IAHR and 2011 Nichibunken events, and directly inherits the accomplishments 
of University College Cork and Duke University. One of its goals is to discuss 
the process of Japanese Buddhism’s modernization from the point of view of 
Asia and the world’s Buddhist history, and then understand the diversity of the 
modernization of Buddhism in various Asian regions. Furthermore, I would like 
participants to discuss how Japan’s rule over Asia as an empire relates to Asian 
Buddhism, and conversely how this transformed and coerced Buddhism within Japan. 
I also hope that, through the invigoration of discussions between next-generation 
researchers and the expansion of their networks, this event contributes to the 
creation of a foundation for the flourishing of an international exchange of opinions.
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It is significant that this conference is being held at Kyoto University’s Institute 
for Research in the Humanities, the pioneering hub of translocative studies, and 
Ryukoku University, one of the birthplaces of Japan’s modern Buddhism. On the 
first day, seminars will be held by established researchers at the former, and on the 
second and third days, researchers who are in the early stages of their careers will 
present their papers at the latter. I hope that this conference will serve as a pillar for 
the next stage of development in research on modern Buddhism.

Program

December 12 (Friday), 2014
Seminar “Plural Modernities”
Venue: Seminar Room no.1, Institute for Research in Humanities (Jinbunken) 1F, 
Kyoto University
Chair: HOSHINO, Seiji (Kokugakuin University), OKADA, Masahiko (Tenri 
University) 

Opening remarks
BOCKING, Brian (University College, Cork), KIM, Hwansoo I. (Duke University)

1 TURNER, Alicia (York University)
"Connections and Collaborations across Colonies: 

Local Networks that Facilitated the Flow of Buddhist Reform in Southeast Asia"
Respondent: MORIYA, Tomoe (Hannan University)

2 GREEN, Nile (University of California, Los Angeles)
"The Making of Muslim Networks in Japan, c.1890-1940"

Respondent: AKAI, Toshio (Kobe Gakuin University)

3 BOCKING, Brian (University College, Cork)
"The Buddhist Spokesman at the Hub of Empire: 

Charles Pfoundes in London, 1878-1892"
Respondent: YOSHINAGA, Shin'ichi (Maizuru National College of Technology)

4 KIM, Hwansoo I. (Duke University)
"Striking A Win-Win Deal: 

Establishing the Great Head Temple Chogyesa in 1940 Downtown Seoul"
Respondent: KAWASE, Takaya (Kyoto Pref. University)

5 COX, Laurence (National University of Ireland Maynooth)
"Inventing Global Buddhism: Repertoires in Transition" 

Respondent: SUMIKA, Masayoshi (Ristumeikan University)

Closing remark
SATOW, Morihiro (Kyoto Seika University)
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December 13 (Saturday), 2014
Workshop Day 1
Venue: Hall, Seiwakan 3F, Omiya Campus, Ryukoku University

Opening Address
YOSHINAGA, Shin’ichi (Maizuru National College of Technology)

1st Session “Buddhism Beyond Borders”
Chair: KLAUTAU, Orion (Heidelberg University)

1 RITZINGER, Justin (University of Miami)
"Original Buddhism and Its Discontents: The Chinese Buddhist Exchange Monks 

and the Search for the Pure Dharma in Ceylon"

2 HASEGAWA, Takuya (Otani University)
"Herbert Spencer and Meiji Period Buddhist Philosophy"

3 IWATA, Mami (Ryukoku University)
"Takanawa Buddhist University’s International Network: 

The Activities of the International Buddhist Young Men's Association"

4 OKAMOTO, Yoshiko 
(Institute of Asian Cultural Studies, International Christian University)

"An Asian Religion Conference Imagined: Okakura Kakuzō and Oda Tokunō 
and Religious Ties in Early 20th-Century Asia"

Respondent: BOCKING, Brian (University College, Cork)

2nd Session “Buddhism Socialized” 
Chair: KLAUTAU, Orion (Heidelberg University)

1 BANSE, Christiane (Heidelberg University)
"Modern Buddhism and Social Work: Akamatsu Renjō's Notion of Jizen"

2 ŌGI, Naoyuki (Bukkyo Dendo Kyokai)
"Kenmyo Takagi: An Example of the Buddhist Way of Life in Imperialism"

3 KONDŌ, Shuntarō (Hongwanji Shiryo Kenkyusho)
"Marxism and Buddhism in Modern Japan: The Anti-Religion Movement"

4 FREEMAN, Alice (University of Oxford)
"Zen Buddhism in Japan-US Relations during the Vietnam War (1963-1976)"

Respondent: KIM, Hwansoo I. (Duke University)
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3rd Session “Buddhism: Preached, Read, Taught”
Chair: MORIYA, Tomoe (Hannan University)

1 OHMI, Toshihiro (BARC, Ryukoku University)
"Modern Buddhism and Reading Culture: The Case of Akegarasu Haya"

2 SCHICKETANZ, Erik (University of Tokyo)
"Sakaino Kōyō’s Buddhist Historiography and its Intellectual Background"

3 SCOTT, Gregory Adam (University of Edinburgh)
"Absolutely Not a Business: Scriptural Presses and the Commercialization 

of Chinese Buddhist Print Culture in the 1920s"

4 KAPLAN, Uri (Duke University)
"From Preachers to Teachers: 

The new Buddhist Lay Education System of the Korean Chogye Order"

Respondent: DOBBINS, James (Oberlin College)

December 14 (Sunday), 2014
Workshop Day2
Venue: Hall, Seiwakan 3F, Omiya Campus, Ryukoku University

4th Session “Buddhism, Nations, Colonialisms”
Chair: NASU, Eisho (Ryukoku University)

1 WALD, Ryan (Meiji University)
"On Suga Shunei: A Man of Many Allegiances"

2 GODART, G. Clinton (University of Southern California)
"Buddhism, War, and Technology: 

Rethinking Ishiwara Kanji and the East-Asia League Movement"

3 HESLOP, Luke (University of Edinburgh)
"Enmity of the Robe"

Respondent: SUGIMOTO, Yoshio (National Museum of Ethnology)

5th Session “General discussion”
Chair: NASU, Eisho (Ryukoku University)

Respondent: GREEN, Nile (University of California, Los Angeles)

Keynote Speech
IRISAWA, Takashi (Director, Ryukoku Museum, Ryukoku University)

Closing Address
KATSURA, Shoryu (Ryukoku University)
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Organizing committee

HOSHINO Seiji (Kokugakuin University), IWATA Fumiaki (Osaka University 
of Education), KIKUCHI Akira (Institute for Researches in Humanities, Kyoto 
University), OKADA Masahiko (Tenri University), OHMI Toshihiro (Research 
Center for Buddhist Culture in Asia, Ryukoku University), OTANI Eiichi 
(Bukkyo University), SUGIMOTO Yoshio (National Museum of Ethnology), 
YOSHINAGA Shin'ichi (Maizuru National College of Technology)(Chair)

Advisory board

Brian Bocking (University College, Cork), Richard Jaffe (Duke University), 
Hwansoo I. Kim (Duke University)
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