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1 View of the memorial monument standing

In the Tohoku region of the Japanese islands, there are many stone monuments with the
inscription "ELARfIEE S Somoku Kuyo-tou" ("Pagoda for the Memorial of Plants and
Trees"). These monuments were built by people who worked in the mountains to thank and
comfort the spirits of the plants and trees they cut down. In addition to memorials for plants
and trees, there are many monuments in Japan that comfort non-human creatures, such as "fi2
% Unagi zuka" ("eel mounds") and "#fi i3 % Tako kuyouhi" ("octopus memorials").

In addition to these monuments, another common type of monument in Japan is that for
laboratory animals. Universities with medical departments and pharmaceutical companies
keep many laboratory animals to develop new treatments and drugs. The cenotaph for
laboratory animals was created to comfort the spirits of those animals who lost their lives in
experiments. There is hardly a university hospital or medical school in Japan that does not
have such a facility. At Tohoku University, where I work, a large memorial service is held
every October in front of the Cenotaph for Laboratory Animals at the School of Medicine.
Staff and students of the medical school participate in this ceremony, and many flowers are
placed on the altar on the day of the ceremony.

Memorial services are not limited to living things. Needle memorial services (£l #hari
kuyo) to thank needles that have worked for a long time and doll memorial services (A
# ningyo kuyo) to comfort dolls that have served as playmates are also held in many places.
In recent years, even computer memorial services have been held. However, these customs,
which are taken for granted by the Japanese, are found nowhere else in the world.

Why is it that in the Japanese islands, such events are widely held to honor and comfort
the spirits of non-human beings as if they were human beings?

2 Perspective of Worldview

A major reason for this is the unique worldview that pervades the Japanese islands.

We often talk about "the world" and "society. What do we think of when we say, "the
world" or "society"? Of course, it would be people. People are the main actors who make up
the world, society, and the state. But this common sense, which everyone accepts without
question, is different in the Japanese islands. Not only humans, but also other beings were
recognized as an integral part of the world.

When we think of the non-human beings that make up the world, the first things that
come to mind are transcendent beings such as gods, Buddhas and spirits. The dead were also
important members of this world.

Animals and plants were also thought to be members of the same group, creating a world
in which humans could communicate with other beings through language and will.

Gods and the dead were indispensable members of this world, sometimes playing a more
important role than humans. The awareness that the world is made up of humans and
countless diverse non-human entities defines the consciousness of the people who inhabit the
Japanese islands at its core.



In pre-modern Japan, people shared a raw sense of reality about invisible beings, others
who were alien to themselves. Although the distance between gods and humans varied from
time to time and region to region, people felt the gaze of these kami and heard their voices as
they went about their daily lives.

The view that humans are not the only members of this world is not a concept unique to
the Japanese islands. It can be found in many places around the globe as we go back in time.

In ancient mythology, animals and humans are equals, regardless of region. There are
many stories about the union of the two and their offspring. The grandmother of Emperor
Jinmu, the first emperor of Japan, was a shark, a sea god (Nihon Shoki A A< FEH#L, 8th century).
In ancient times, there were actual clans that claimed to be descended from foxes (Nikon
ryoiki H A~ 52 #L50," 9th century). There was once a time on this earth when fairies danced,
animals talked, and plants and trees sang.

The wave of modernization that began in the European world was a movement to banish
gods and the dead from public life and to focus on humans as privileged beings. The
movement began with a Christian worldview that emphasized human beings as blessed by
God. There are countless creatures on this earth, but man, whom God created in his own
image, was unique among them.

As man as a privileged being became the focus of increasing secularization, how to
develop his potential became the goal of modern philosophy since Descartes. As the infinite
potential of man, the only creature endowed with reason, was discussed, God, who was
behind man, became less and less visible. As a result, atheism became a major trend in
modern philosophy.

It is an undeniable fact that, unlike modern Europe, where man has acquired a privileged
position both ideologically and socially, the people of the Japanese archipelago to this day
strongly hold the idea that man and animals and plants are in continuity. Here is an example
that illustrates the gap between Japan and the West. In the novel A Passage to India (1924),
written by the British author E.M. Forster, there is a conversation between two British
missionaries.

They are arguing about how far God's grace extends. They agree that humans can receive
grace, of course, but so can apes, since they are apes. Since God's mercy is unlimited, grace
can extend to all mammals, including jackals. ......

The discussion escalates from here. What about bees, then? Does God even care about
oranges, cacti, crystals, and mud? What about the bacteria in our bodies? ....... At this point,
the dialog ends with the conclusion, "This is going too far.

What we see here, whether it is good or bad, is a clear distinction between human beings
and non-human creatures, as well as the idea of establishing ranks for the creatures of the
earth. All things have different values according to their distance from God.

Such a worldview could not possibly generate ideas like the grass/tree/animal memorial
tower, which considers grass, trees, and animals as integral parts of this world. We live in very
different cosmologies in different times and regions, and we are strongly influenced by these
cosmologies without being aware of it.

3 Philosophy of Subjectivity and Philosophy of Relationship

The differences in worldviews also dictated the direction of the debate on the
philosophical and ethical proposition of how human beings should live.

In Western anthropocentric thought, the key word was “subjectivity”. Reason was what
was elevated to the altar of worship in place of the traditional God. Humans were the only
special beings endowed with reason, and they could develop to any extent through the
flowering of that reason. It was believed that the society composed of human beings would
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continue to develop without limit, and eventually a utopia would be realized in which all
social problems would be solved. The unstoppable progress of mankind into the future was
the common understanding of modern philosophy and history, including Marxism.

Every human being has an irreplaceable dignity. The challenge for each person was how
to express his or her value in society. Each person was expected to pursue his or her way of
life as he or she wished, unhindered and without being ordered to do so by anyone. A free and
open society was on the horizon. A person with independence and a person who lives by his
or her convictions is the ideal image of a human being as depicted by modern Western
philosophy.

On the other hand, in the Japanese archipelago's view of the world, based on the
coexistence of different entities, the key word was “relationship”. Humans were only one of
the countless elements that made up this world. A way of life in which only humans were
prominent was carefully avoided, and harmony with all things was emphasized. The ideal was
to establish relationships in harmony with others, rather than to ask how one should live. For
this reason, a type of philosophy that eloquently discussed one's outlook on life did not
develop, and the ideal way of life was presented through allegories and ritual metaphors.

Harmony was no exception to the ideal, even for what modern man considers evil. Take,
for example, the coronavirus that has plagued the world in recent years.

In pre-modern Japan, viruses and pathogens that caused epidemics were called "plague
gods" (yaku-byo-gamif%ZJ##). The term "yaku-byo-gami" itself is still used today, but it is
interesting to note that the term "god" is used for things that bring sickness, death, and other
misfortunes to people.

The Yuzu Nenbutsu Engi, a medieval picture scroll, depicts a herd of plague gods. They
have the faces of cows, horses, and other animals, and are depicted as horned and deformed.
The plague gods depicted in the Kasuga Gongenki and Naki Fudo Engi also had similar
sinister appearances. In pre-modern societies, where there was no knowledge of
epidemiology, infectious diseases were believed to be caused by the roaming plague gods.
The plague gods, whose main task was to perform evil deeds, were depicted with such
grotesque appearances.

The important point, however, is that the plague god, no matter how hated, was always a
"god" in every sense of the word. Therefore, the measures taken to prevent epidemics were
not to regard the god of pestilence as an enemy to be crushed, but rather to treat him with
hospitality and welcome him back home.

In the earlier Yuzu Nenbutsu Engi, the master patiently persuades the plague god not to
enter the house. The plague god finally accepts his persuasion and stop entering the house. As
a result, the family is protected from the plague. Even though it was a plague that harmed us,
the Japanese were first concerned with reconciliation and coexistence.

The plague spread because of the displeasure of the gods, and the first thing to do was to
humbly listen to the messages of the gods. It was only after the modern era that people began
to regard viruses and fungi that are harmful to human health as enemies of human beings and
to try to eradicate them, a phenomenon that occurred after the modern era when people began
to clearly distinguish between humans and other beings as having a higher and lower
relationship.

Let us call the modern Western ethical practice that affirms strong self-assertion without
burying oneself in others, based on the pride of being the master of this world, the
“philosophy of subjectivity”. On the other hand, based on the premise that the universe is
based on the harmony of all things, I would like to call the way of life that emphasizes
harmony among people and between people and all things the “philosophy of relationship™.
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I believe that the seemingly opposing philosophies of "individual first" and "group first"
are rooted in the two essential tendencies of living organisms. Which of these two will prevail
depends largely on the individuality of each person and the social environment in which he or
she lives. The reason why Japan today seems to be a society in which collectivism prevails is
that the traditions and social conditions of the Japanese archipelago are such as to bring it out.

4 The universe of mandalas

The mandala is the visualization of the "philosophy of relationship" I just mentioned. A
mandala is an icon used as the main image in esoteric Buddhist practices, and a large number
of Buddhas are written on a single image. Each Buddha symbolizes every being in the world.
The harmonious coexistence of all things that make up the universe is expressed in a single
image.

Minakata Kumagusu (Fd /7 BEAi 1867-1941), a botanist whose ideas have been
reevaluated in modern times, also drew his own mandala. Kumagusu was also a man who
emphasized the coexistence of nature and man, and he continued to sound the alarm against
the uncontrolled development of nature.

According to this worldview, natural disasters and epidemics were nothing more than the
result of a disturbance in the harmony of all things, and rituals and prayers were held to
restore this balance. When these efforts were successful, the god of pestilence would shed his
evil garb and transform into a benevolent god who would protect the people.

5 Listen to the voice of the viruses

It has been noted that the number of deaths due to Covid-19 is significantly lower in Japan
than in Western countries. The "Swiss cheese model" is used to explain the reason for this.
Slices of Swiss cheese have a number of holes in them. If these holes are seen as a way for the
virus to enter the body, it is necessary to pile up many slices of cheese to seal the holes and
prevent the virus from passing through.

In addition to various medical procedures, the daily habits of the Japanese people, such
as washing hands, gargling, refraining from loud conversations, and maintaining an
appropriate distance between people, are understood through the image of Swiss cheese
stacked on top of each other.

While I think this point is apt, the more fundamental question is why the Japanese take
such behavior for granted. Behind this is the Japanese people's long and persistent attempts to
coexist with those who bring them misfortune.

There was a time on this earth when various nonhuman beings spoke to us. As the
Chronicles of Japan says, "All plants and trees speak to each other," animals, plants, trees, and
even the god of pestilence were alive and active and spoke to us. This was nothing more than
a common feeling that man shared this world with all things in the forest.

People respected all things as gods. Even if they sometimes got out of control and caused
harm to others, they had acquired the wisdom to live with them as cohabitants, something that
could never be avoided. The idea of "Somoku Kuyo-tou" and the respect for infectious agents
as "gods" were rooted in such a concept.

Today, the gods do not speak to us. Plants and trees have also closed their mouths. The
reason is not that they have stopped talking to us. It is because people have lost the ability to
hear the messages of all things.

It was a phenomenon closely related to the rise of the modern worldview in which man is
the master of the world. It was also the flip side of the loss of the sense that man shares a
world with countless others. Humanity has become the only privileged being on the planet,
and there is nothing to restrain its unruly behavior.
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The great role played by the "philosophy of subjectivity" of Western modernity in
expanding and establishing a sense of human rights cannot be overemphasized. However, its
prominence has brought about various negative effects.

The impact of human life on the environment is now causing a series of abnormal
weather events around the world. Pollution from discarded plastics is spreading across the
globe. Instead of working together to solve these global crises, people are escalating conflicts
under the pretext of race, religion, nationality and creed. In fact, the greatest threat to the
planet is humanity itself.

Without cooperation across national boundaries, humanity can no longer survive. Only
with the presence of countless non-human organisms and inanimate objects will humanity be
able to survive. The spread of coronaviruses can be seen as a warning sign from coinhabitants
to humans, who, resting on their privileged position, are putting all life on Earth at risk of
extinction.

We should not only see viruses as implacable enemies, but also listen with humility to the
messages they send. This is the attitude of those who saw epidemics as the work of God and
tried to find the sacred life in all things, and this is the wisdom of those who lived in the past.
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