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Upon the 50th Anniversary of the Nihon Shikyo Gakkai

Joseph Mitsuo Kitagawa
The University of Chicago
Vice-President, I. A.H.R.

It is a great privilege for me to send felicitations for the fiftieth anniversary of the Nihon Shikyd
Gakkai, which is a significant occasion for our Japanese colleagues as for the world-wide community
of scholars who are dedicateed to the discipline of Religionswissenschaft. I would like to take this
opportunity to express my personal appreciation for the contribution of Japanese scholarship to our
common enterprise.

For centuries it was taken for granted both in Japan and in the West that the study of religion
meant a philosophical or theological inquiry into the nature of religious truth. Accordingly, the humani-
stic, historical, or phenomenological study of religious phenomena was resisted or misunderstood by
many scholars. In reality both the humanistic-historical and the philosophical-theological study of
religions are equally legitimate disciplines, just as the history of art and the philosophy of art are
legitimate and complementary approaches in the study of art. Nevertheless, while Religionswissen-
schaft—like other humanistic disciplines—developed during the 19th century as a discipline independent
of the domain of philosophy, the parting was not abrupt nor altogether clear-cut. Even today this
still is the case in certain quarters in Japan as well as in the West.

As far as Japan is concerned, the beginning of the scholarly study of religions was in 1876 when
Bunyi Nanjo went to Oxford to study with Max Miiller, who is considered by many as the founder
of Religionswissenschaft. Soon other scholars followed the footsteps of Nanjé in studying philology
and philosophy in various European universities, Meanwhile, stimulated by the 1893 World’s Parliament



of Roligions held in Chicago, some enlightened religious leaders and scholars organized in 1896 the Society
for the Comparative Religions. Then in 1905 Tokyo Imperial University created a professorship in the
Science of Religion and appointed Masaharu Anesaki to the chair. It is worth noting that Japanese
scholars were represented at successive Congresses of the History of Religions; for example, R. Fuji-
shima attended the Ist Congress (Paris), K. Watanabe the IInd (Basel 1904), D. T. Suzuki and T.
Yoshimoto the IIIrd (Oxford 1908), and M. Kusumoto the Vth (Lund 1929). The recognition of Japanese
scholarship by the world-wide academy was such that seven scholars, including Masaharu Anesaki and
Junjiré Takakusu, were asked to contribute articles to the thirteen-volume Encyclopedia of Religion and
Ethics (1908-21). The impressive development of Japanese religious scholarship resulted in the Nihon
Shitkys Gakkai (Japanese Association for Religious Studies) in 1930 under Anesaki’s leadership.

In retrospect, we may note various factors that helped the growth of the scholarly study of
religions in Japan; factors include (i) the Japanese propensity toward relativism in religious matters,
no doubt from the historic coexistence of several religious and semi-religious traditions. This open-
mindedness favors a comparative study of religions; (ii) the existence in Japan of closely related
disciplines such as studies in Indian and Buddhist philosophy, Sinology, Shinto, Christianity, and folk
religious tradition; (iii) the rapid growth of studies in sociology, ethnology, psychology, folklore and
history; (iv) interests in the religions and cultures of the Ainus as well as Formosan aborigines and
Koreans. Ironically, the same factors also hindered the development of Religionswissenschaft as a unified
and autonomous discipline in Japan. For the most part, the “science of religion” was understood—at
least until the 1930’s—as an overarching umbrella, covering independent studies of various religions.
What gave a semblance of coherence to the science was its theoretical basis which was founded if at
all, on German idealism, Neo-Kantianism, or Pragmatism.

A perusal of the issues of the Shitkyd Kenkyii gives us the impression that Religionswissenschaft



still suffers from an uneasy alliance of several threads. To start with, the legacy of philosophy of
religion remains strong in some circles. Also, studies of cults, symbols, organizational structures and
histories of Buddhist, Shinto, and folk religious traditions are carried on as though they were indepen-
dent phenomena, reflecting the personal affiliation with and/or commitment to respective religious or
denominational traditions. On the other hand, since the 1930’s-and more markedly since the end of World
War II—some scholars have appropriated a variety of sociological, anthropological, and psychological
categories and methods to the extent that in certain cases their works appear to be more akin to
social sciences. In all fairness, however, it should be mentioned that similar features haunt our
discipline in the rest of the world, too, as dramatically demonstrated by the XIVth Congress of the
International Association for the History of Religions, held in August 1980 at Winnipeg, Canada.
Once Anesaki stated: “In spite of being an insular people ever zealous to maintain the integrity
of their national life, the Japanese have always shown compromising and assimilative attitudes toward
foreign cultures and religions.” (Inazd Nitobe, ed., Western Influences in Modern Japan, Chicago, 1931,
p. 102.) A similar observation may be made regarding the Japanese scholarship in religions. Historically,
Japan has had a rich legacy of diverse religious traditions, which have been preserved intact. Since
the last century Japanese scholars have assimilated many features of Religionswissenschaft, and they
have already made great contributions to the Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics and to the Congresses
of the IAHR. Today, the Japanese Association for Religious Studies boasts a membership of approxi-
mately 1000, which makes it, by far, the largest national society in our discipline. Understandably, the
world-wide academy has every reason to expect Japanese scholars to exercise an active leadership role
in the research and writing in Religionswissenschaft through the Shikyo Kenkyu and other scholarly

journals, books, and monographs,

©



On the 50th Anniversary of the Nihon Shiikkyo Gakkai

R. J. Zwi Werblowsky

Hebrew University
Secretary-General, I, A.H. R,

It is a great pleasure to send the congratulation and good wishes of the I. A.H.R. to the Japa-
nese member group on the occasion of its Jubilee. The Japanese Society is one of the largest and
most active in our Association, Moreover, since the Tokyo Congress it has come to play an increasingly
significant part in the life and activities of the International Association. Our heartfelt good wishes
accompany you as you embark on the way to your centenary celebration fifty years from now.
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