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The Transformation of Patriotic
Thoughts in Chinese and Japanese
Buddhism during the Second Sino-

Japanese War @ Reinterpreting

Buddhist Canonical Doctrines

Kuan-nin Ni*

Abstract

This article aims to explore the transformative characteristics of patriotic
thinking in Chinese and Japanese Buddhism during the Second Sino-Japanese War
(1937-45). It specifically focuses on the wartime reinterpretation of “canonical”
doctrines within the Chinese and Japanese Buddhist communities. The examination
delves into the significance of “patriotic thoughts” (protecting the country) and
actions demonstrated by Buddhist monks, shedding light on the reinterpreted
meanings attached to Buddhist scriptures in the context of war. The wartime
development of Chinese and Japanese Buddhism and the formation of their
patriotic thoughts thus centered around a reinterpretation of Buddhist canonical
doctrines.

In Japan, the policy of establishing Shintoism as the national religion had
been implemented since the Meiji Restoration, which tried to integrate Buddhism

2

into the ideological framework of “Piety and Patriotism.” This involved a
reinterpretation of Buddhist doctrines through the “Three Guiding Principles
of Shintd” (Sanjo kyosoku) and the “Imperial Rescripts on Education,” with an
emphasis on the connection between Buddhism and national interest and on the

role of Buddhism in promoting patriotism. During the Sino-Japanese War, under
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the ideological framework of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere, some
Japanese Buddhist monks and scholars expressed patriotic sentiments. Their
statements on protecting the country, on reinterpreting Prince Shotoku’s Seventeen
Article Constitution, and on the concept of “Eight Corners of the World Under One
Roof” (Hakko Ichiu) reflected the lingering influence of the imperial state ideology
that had persisted since the Meiji era.

In China, Zhang Zhidong’s Exhortation for Learning served as a nationwide
educational and academic guideline during the late Qing Dynasty. However, its
implementation sparked a movement of “confiscating temple properties to set

2

up schools,” which continued into the early years of the Republic. During this
period the Chinese Buddhist community was still concerned about “protecting
the Dharma” and “protecting the teachings” with little attention given to the
ideology of “protecting the country.” It was not until the outbreak of the Sino-
Japanese War, facing foreign invasion and the crisis of national destruction, that a
sense of patriotism began to stimulate the Chinese monks to express their views
of protecting and saving the country. This was evident in their interpretations of
the concept of repaying kindness, the Humane King Sutra, as well as their new
explanations of the Six Paramitas, Hua-Yan, Yogacara and national morality. These
developments illustrated the characteristics of patriotic thinking in a transformed
Chinese Buddhism.

Keywords : Patriotic Thoughts, Three Guiding Principles of Shintd, Seventeen

Article Constitution, Six Paramitas, Humane King Sutra
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