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Western powers of the time, and male 
homosexuality was frowned upon in 19th century 
Western cultures, such popular entertainment had 
to be hidden from foreign attention. In the 1970s, 
Boys’ Love in Japan grew in popularity through 
commercially published manga, which led to the 

creation of JUNE (ジュネ) magazine. This yaoi 

magazine helped expedite the growth of modern 
Boys’ Love and yaoi culture. However, the 
popularity of Boys’ Love was spurred by the 
development of shōjo manga, manga dealing with 
romantic emotions and relationships aimed at 
young women, a few years prior.  It is clear 
throughout the history of Japan, male 
homosexuality, and its representation in artistic 
formats, has not always been such a taboo subject. 
It was not until Modernization, or more accurately, 
Westernization, where homosexuality became an 
underground lifestyle which could only be 
explored through a female audience. 

 
 

Review of Modern Boys' Love 

Manga 

 

To understand why women are the main 
producers and consumers of Boys’ Love, it is 
necessary to look at some influences of Boys’ Love 
manga to consider its structure and the effect it 
has on its consumer base as well as the community 
it claims to represent. The Year 34 Group, a group 
of female manga artists who started in Shōwa 24 
(24年組), revolutionized shōjo manga and 
contributed to the expansion of shōjo manga 
subgenres; this aided Boys’ Love to branch off and 
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field in this area. There is the assumption of how it 
is a dead-end path for men to pursue such a career 
as well as if the readers knew a man wrote the 
manga they are reading, it would not be as 
popular. This is not to say men cannot write shōjo 
manga; if they do, it would behoove them to have 
a female pen name to overcome the stereotype. 
Additionally, in “Sekai-ichi Hatsukoi: World’s 

Greatest First Love”, 
men who are working 
with shōjo are 
portrayed as effeminate 
and only work in 
editing or other 

business-like 
departments.  The 
creators of the stories 
and the artists in this 
manga are all women. 
This effeminate trait of 
men in the show is 

over-emphasized, 
perhaps to exploit or 

parody the assumption of how only effeminate 
men are able to work in the shōjo industry. 
However, this does not apply to the love interest 
of the main characters, to avoid breaking the 
masculine seme character structure. 

 Nakamura’s works, such as “Sekai-ichi 
Hatsukoi: World’s Greatest First Love”, and their 
popularity has traveled through the decades as 
exemplary Boys’ Love. Nakamura creates very 
defined seme and uke characters who do not leave 
Boys’ Love readers disappointed. Nakamura’s 
manga also implicitly exploits current issues in 
Japan regarding how the gay community is 
interpreted in the workplace. She demonstrates 
how masculinity is challenged for men who decide 
to work in the shōjo industry. Conversely, the 
reasons which make her publications enjoyable 
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masculine/feminine characterizes which defines 
seme and uke. It could actually be said they both 
take on more androgynous roles within the anime, 
though Yuri more so than Viktor. Yuri’s growth in 
confidence and skating capabilities are shown to 
be more “cool”, level-headed, and strong, which 
depicts him as more powerful than his 
competitors: this translates to a more masculine 
representation. Yet the trainer, Viktor, emphasizes 
Yuri should put all of his emotions into his skating. 
He wants Yuri to know how being the best at 
skating is not all about having the perfect 
techniques and skills if the audience cannot see 
the passion the skater holds as well. When Yuri 
does embrace his emotional side, his skating 
becomes more sensual—thus more feminine—
and pleases the crowd more than simple, basic 
ability.  The equality between each character and 
how they both need each other to gain some 
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1880, same-sex sexual activity was legalized; 
however, same-sex couples, along with members 
of the LGBT community, do not have the same 
legal protections as opposite-sex couples. This 
means they are not included in the Equal 
Opportunity Law against discrimination in 
educational institutions, housing, health care, nor 
in the work place. Furthermore, even though the 
Japanese constitution offers equal rights for 
everyone, same-sex partners are not included in 
the law for Prevention of Spousal Violence and 
Victim Protections. Unfortunately, this leads to not 
many available safe places for domestic violence 
victims in same-sex relationships. Additionally, 
through Japan’s Prostitution Prevention Act 
(1958), “true” sexual conduct is between men and 
women; therefore, due to a technicality, 
homosexual prostitution, is not prohibited. 
Showing how most Japanese laws are to regulate 
behavior between cisgendered men and women, 
ignoring the fact of how there are people who do 
not fit such a mold. 

On the other hand, Article 24 of the Japanese 
constitution states how “Marriage shall be based 
only on the mutual consent of both sexes and it 
shall be maintained through mutual cooperation 
with the equal rights of husband and wife as a 
basis.” This means same-sex couples are not able 
to legally marry, nor are they granted marital 
rights. Also, same-sex couples from abroad are not 
legally recognized in Japan and are unable to 
obtain a visa for the foreign partner despite on 
their relationship21. Additionally, this means 
same-sex couples are not allowed to adopt or have 
access to IVF (In- 

http://www.dentsu.co.jp/news/release/2015/0423-004032.html
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not fit the typical gender relationship structure 
(male-male instead of male-female) they are still 
imposed with a heteronormative dynamic: one 
male in the relationship will act masculine and the 
other male will act feminine. This is different than 
English-language comics where queer characters 
create conflict against heterosexual culture while 
still, inadvertently, embracing it (190). While in 
yaoi, the male characters do not act much different 
than a heterosexual couple, with the only conflict 
being the male couple has to strive to keep their 
relationship a secret, which is not a requirement 
for a hetero-couple, in contrast. Yaoi is not made 
to make a political statement about the present 
gay community. Rather, it is a romance genre with 
its purpose to provide entertainment to its 
readers. On the other hand, Western gay comics 
attempt to make a statement while striving to be 
more progressive within its stories. 

 
 

Psychology of the Female 
Admiration 

 

Perhaps the reason why yaoi imposes 
heteronormative values upon its male characters 
is due to the fact it is created by women. It has 
been recorded how, in most cultures, more 
women than men tend to create erotica about 
male-male sexuality 26(183). One of the reasons 
researchers speculate as to why this phenomenon 
exists, is because it allows women to break out of 
their gender roles and explore a different 
relationship dynamic. This allows women to 
explore the position of the “doer” rather than 
always being locked into the “done to” position 
within a relationship.  

Furthermore, Tan bee Kee, author of the 
article “Rewriting Gender and Sexuality in English-
Language Yaoi Fanfiction”, speculates, “with two 
male characters, there are no predefined roles to 
play in a romance. Either character is free to 
initiate a relationship. They are free from the 
pressure of ‘saving themselves’ for marriage. […] 

                                                
26 Ibid. 
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more impartial way. In the students’ first action in 
1989, they reference the May Fourth narrative. 
They do so first, with both protests beginning in 
Tiananmen Square, and second, in the literature 
published by student leaders on the real May 
Fourth and in how 1989 represented the “New 
May Fourth Movement.” Finally, in the 
culmination of tens of thousands of protestors on 
May 4, 1989, acknowledging the 70-year 
anniversary of the 1919 protests, by their actions.1 

 In this moment of allegorical use of May 
Fourth these students’ actions, raised two 
questions. First, “What is the larger pattern of May 



Colorado Journal of Asian Studies Volume 6, Issue 1 (Summer 2017) 

 

17 

One route for saving China many foreign-
educated academics saw, was self-strengthening. 
Inspired by China’s semi-colonial state, many 
reforms promoted Western-style institutions for 
Chinese needs. This movement happened during 
the Qing Era and created the foundations 
necessary for the May Fourth Movement. In the 
late Qing period, the Chinese education system 
paralleled the change happening within the 
government. The self-strengthening movement 
supported the government, and also led to the 
creation of additional modern educational 
institutions to aid Chinese society. This movement 
set the foundation for higher education system 
between the 1910s and 1920s. It also put an 
importance on making students an internal 
strength to the Chinese nation. Not all reforms 
were largely successful: the Hundred Days Reform 
is one such example. These reforms took place in 
1898 when the Guangxu Emperor and officials 
adopted a hundred days of reforms in an attempt 
to strengthen China. However, in the case of the 
Hundred Days Reform, these forward-thinking 
changes were inhibited by conservative backlash 
the same year and were either stopped or barely 
passed. Through these modifications, education 
reform pushed academia to diversify instruction. 
One reform successfully created technical colleges 
in urban centers. These schools taught students 
technical knowledge Qing officials believed would 
strengthen China from foreign aggression. 
However, these schools did not bring in the best 
and brightest students, as there was no social 
advantage to attending these schools instead of 
studying the Confucian classics for the 



Colorado Journal of Asian Studies Volume 6, Issue 1 (Summer 2017) 

 

18 

Restoration, and later on gives 1919 students the 
hermeneutical tools needed to educate the masses 
through protests’ fliers. 

Transnational knowledge production was also 
highly influential in the foundation of the modern 
Chinese education curriculum. Two conduits of 
this transnational knowledge production is the 
studying abroad of many Chinese students in 
Japan and the living abroad of the estranged 
forward-thinkers from the Hundred Days 
Reforms.4 During this time, the new Japanese 
government put a large amount of effort into 
modernizing and building institutions which 
strengthened and turned Japan into a nation-state. 
This movement included translating and 
transferring Western terms into the Japanese 
language, as well as the studying of Western text 
in Japanese. Chinese scholars used Meiji terms 
such as “society”, “citizen”, “economy” and even 
“hygiene” and translated them into Chinese. These 
terms created new societal institutions and 
inspired Chinese intellectuals to redefine China 
into a more Western and modern context.5
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Shanghai. On top of this, in urban centers, like 
Shanghai, cities had private institutions with 
subpar academics and were filled with politically 
charged students. Within these two academic 
environments, there was a rich academic diversity 
but also a significant disparity in educational 
consistency. 

Two important types of students who were 
involved in the May Fourth period were students 
from top institutions like Peking University and 
urban students in institutions like Fudan 
University and St. John’s University in Shanghai 
(the first Western style missionary school in the 
nation founded in 1879). Students in China’s top-
performing schools took on a social role of 
protector. Urban students thought in nationalistic 
terms and helped redefine the role of government 
by showing city inhabitants the role of citizens. In 
the end, both would take and borrow ideas from 
one another leading up to 1919. These ever-
changing institutions helped students learn about 
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ideas such as guomin, academic freedom and the 
role of the student as protector of the nation.  

One member of this community and formative 
member in the educational environment leading 
up to 1919, was Cai Yuanpei. Cai is best known for 
his reforms of Peking University on the eve of May 
Fourth and his five goals of education reform. He 
spanned both the academic communities of 
Shanghai and of Beijing. His presence in the 
student nationalism of each city made him a 
catalyst for the cities and their communication. 
Beijing’s urban academia built themselves upon 
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concessions and enjoyed extraterritoriality in 
China. The concessions were filled with British, 
French and American missionaries who could 
evangelize freely under the protection of this 
extraterritoriality.16 Due to extraterritoriality, 
Chinese intellectuals could find refuge in these 
spaces to speak politically and flee persecution 
from the Qing, and later, the warlords who 
controlled China. In these spaces, students were 
able to act out through public protest. Shanghai 
students treated political acts much like a theater 
play.17 As actors in the political sphere, college 
students played out and practiced their identity 
through the theatrical medium of protest. Unlike 
their contemporaries in Beijing, Shanghai 
students had the habit of thinking strictly 
nationalistically, treating any threat to Chinese 
sovereignty or territorial integrity as an attack 
against their own. 

On top of these unique foreign institutions, 
Shanghai grew; as a result, many academic and 
political institutions which were foreign-created 
were taken over by Chinese. This includes the use 
of public space in the political sphere. The public 
park and consequent public theater became one of 
these public spaces Shanghai students learned to 
utilize their role as protestor. In this way, political 
society was deeply intertwined with cultural 
society and, thus, students interacted with China’s 
situation in an artistic and academic way.18 
Newspapers were an influential medium used 
during the era of May Fourth. Mostly printed in 
Shanghai, these papers helped intellectuals 
practice their role of societal protector as well as 
propagate information outside of the city.  

In the environment of the diversity of 
Shanghai, the importance of nationalism and 
national identity was predominant in the minds of 
Chinese intellectuals. Surrounded by Western 
institutions and foreign mediums, Chinese 

                                                
16 Extraterritoriality gave Britain, France, and any 
other country who became a most favor country 
allowing those within the foreign concession to be 
exempted from the jurisdiction of local and federal law 
within China. Consequently, they and anyone within 
the foreign concessions could were under the 
jurisdiction of the countries whose concession it was.  
17 Jeffery N. Wasserstrom, Student Protests in 
Twentieth-Century China: The View from Shanghai 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1991), 3.  

students contextualized their own identity as 
Chinese. Shanghai students learned about 
nationalism and sovereignty by seeing China’s 
own humiliation in Shanghai. In Shanghai’s 
hybridity, students learned also the term of 
citizenry or guomin. However, student protests 
and works did not come wholly from the academic 
institutions in Shanghai they attended, but was 



Colorado Journal of Asian Studies Volume 6, Issue 1 (Summer 2017) 

 

24 

entrenched in its tradition which is cannibalistic, 
or rather, the destruction of men by men. This 
connects with the May Fourth movement due to 
this focus to save, for Lu Xun it is save the children, 
or the next generation. This choice, to use the term 
“save” eludes to a necessity of action, similar to the 
“save the nation” rhetoric used by May Fourth 
participants. Going into May Fourth, this idea of 
needing to save would be paramount in how 
students described their roles within society. 
Students needed to save the nation, protect the 
nation and it was through their education and own 
personal awakenings they felt justified to act.  

 
 

The Event: May 4, 1919, Noon, 

Tiananmen Square 

 

The morning of May 4, 1919 began rainy and 
overcast. Thirteen colleges and universities within 
Beijing prepared to meet mid-day to march.  As 
thousands gathered in Tiananmen Square to 
protest the Treaty of Versailles, the last to come, 
an hour late, were the Peking University 
students.20 Starting in Tiananmen Square, the 
Beijing student delegates stated the purpose of 
their demonstration: protesting the Treaty of 
Versailles in the League of Nation’s failure to 
recognize the Chinese sovereignty of Qingdao. The 
end of World War I and the signing of the Treaty of 
Versailles, marked both a new era for Chinese 
students and their role as the political conscience 
of the nation.21 The students were met by the 
Ministry of Education, and even Cai Yuanpei, who 
asked the students to turn around. The beida 
students reiterated their goals, but they continued 
to join the larger movement. In the space of 
Tiananmen, these students took over the square to 
take on their roles as protectors. But they also took 
on the role of awakening the people. By China’s 
sovereignty being threatened once again, the 

                                                
20 Tse-tung Chow, The May Fourth Movement: 
Intellectual Revolution in Modern China (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 1967), 105. 
21 Wen-Hsin Yeh, The Alienated Academy: Culture and 
Politics in Republican China, 1919-1937 (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1900), 132-133. 
22 Vera Schwarcz, The Chinese Enlightenment: 
Intellectuals and the Legacy of the May Fourth 

students wanted the urban population to take on 
their guomin responsibilities.  

 The students planned to begin at two 
o’clock by walking toward the Foreign Legation. 
The students handed out fliers entitled, “Manifesto 
of All Beijing Students” and carried posters saying, 
“China belongs to the Chinese,” “Give Us Back 
Qingdao.”22 In this moment, the students could 
play out the role they had created for themselves. 
Specifically, it allowed these students to be in the 
spotlight and take on a public role. The manifesto 
read, “If [China’s] people still cannot unite in 
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tandem with the government institutions by 
taking a public role in protecting their country. 
This part of the story is mirrored later, specifically 
in 1989, as the students see themselves as 
working with the government even though Deng 
Xiaoping calls them “counter-revolutionaries.” By 
following the tradition of the May Fourth 
Movement, the 1989 students self-entrusted the 
duty of representing China. Deng Xiaoping 
attempts to redefine them as dissenters rather 
than protectors, which illuminates the larger 
empowerment of May Fourth in the eyes of the 
government in the latter half of the century. 

Due to the fact authorities would not allow 
them to continue in the Foreign Litigation, the 
students decided to march up the street to Cao 
Rulin, who was a foreign affairs minister at the 
time and was considered to be a Japanese 
sympathizer. As Chow Tse-tung says in her 
narrative, up to this point things had not lost 
control and, as quoted, a British correspondent 
had said the students were, “in an orderly 
procession, quite worthy of the students of an 
enlightened nation. But the wrath of the 
demonstrators was roused by the repressive 
measure taken by the police, whereupon they 
broke out into acts of unbridled violence.”25 This 
violence is not particularly surprising, since the 
students had stated in their manifesto, violence 
did not scare them. It is the police action of 
obstructing their ability to act out their role of 
protector, which caused the frustration and 
violence.  

Around 5 o’clock, the students stormed the 
house and, for the next forty-five minutes, fighting 
ensued. Though the police were called 
“benevolently neutral,” when their superiors and 
the army came, the police began to fire shots into 
the air.26 By 5 o’clock, however, most students 
from the morning had dispersed and the students 
arrested were not the original student leaders of 
the protests. After the protests, students began to 
organize and join the fervor of New Culture, 

                                                
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid., 114. 
27 Wen-Hsin Yeh, The Alienated Academy: Culture and 
Politics in Republican China, 1919-1937 (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1900), 134. 

nationalism and the immediacy of Japanese 
actions. Within Chinese academic society, the 
demonstration signified something much more 
than a suppressed protest. Though the students 
did succeed in the dismal of three ministers who 
seemed to have Japanese leanings, these protests 
did not change the government’s actions and did 
not curb Japanese aggression. On top of this the 
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needed to fall in line for the nation. The December 
9th Movement was nationalistic and took on the 
anti-imperialist language seen previously in the 
May Fourth Movement. This nationalism was a 
response to Japanese aggression in northern 
China, as well as the Nationalist government's 
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and Mao Zedong. This story is an example of the 
bio-political building of the Communist Party, 
dubbed by John Israel as, “orthodoxy plus 
obedience equals success.”50 This same 
phenomenon would happen to the May Fourth 
narrative with Mao addressing himself and other 
contemporaries as the, “heir of May Fourth” and 
dubbing May Fourth as a “cultural revolution.”51 In 
this usage and rewriting of the May Fourth spirit 
and narrative, the movement connected to its 
roots of cultural enlightenment in a way to protect 
the nation. Similarly, in the Communist takeover of 
China the May Fourth participants were branded 
as the protector of China through this intellectual 
enlightenment to the reality of class struggle. In 
this branding, the Communist Party also seized a 
bio-political control over the students by creating 
a communal vocation which was defined and 
watched over by the CCP.  

In the few years after 1949, the May Fourth 
narrative would be brought up again and again, 
particularly in the major anniversaries of the 
event itself. It is in the moments of anniversary in 
which there can be more concrete connections to 
events in the 1950s and 1960s and their dialogue 
with May Fourth.  In this way there can be a study 
of May Fourth narratives and events in the later 
twentieth century such as the Cultural Revolution 
and the 1989 student protests. Some scholars, 
such as Jeffery Wasserstrom, believe May Fourth 
and the Cultural Revolution should be separated 
into distinct events due to the hatred of the West 
and their anti-intellectualism.52 However, there is 
a certain need to study this event within the 
context of the May Fourth Movement, particularly 
in the legend’s bio-political uses. The underlying 
student role which is developed in the 1920s is 
used throughout the Japanese Occupation and
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from an acceptable Communist pedigree of middle 
and low class were allowed into the elite colleges, 
those same students struggled with the 
intellectual societal coding from the unchanged 
education system. These new students joined a 
larger community and took on the Maoist May 
Fourth role of the student. This led to the 
culmination of youth loyalty to Mao, which made 
it possible for him to take on the role of protecting 
the nation from traditionalists. Factionalism 
existed in the Cultural Revolution and by the end 
of the purges and denunciations, the event itself 
was much more complicated then labeling it just a 
performance of May Fourth. Nevertheless, the 
environment of education and the expression of 
protest does fit within this May Fourth paradigm, 
helping to illuminate the scripts utilized by the 
Party to bring students to their Party-sanctioned 
role of protecting of the nation.  

As Fabio Lanza talks about in his book, the 
students in the Cultural Revolution were in a 
similar intellectual and political position to take 
on the role of a Maoist May Fourth protestor. As 
Lanza says, Mao Zedong himself took steps as a 
student, teacher and educational organizer to 
connect May Fourth to the Red Guard movement.54 
As Communism was deeply connected with the 
May Fourth narrative, these students joined a 
collective revolution which made the apparatus 
necessary for the Cultural Revolution to differ 
from May Fourth. However, as the CCP transposed 
May Fourth scripts into their movements, they 
began to reach the limits of the original May 
Fourth role of students. Lanza labels this 
phenomenon an “exhaustion” of the role of 
students within the Cultural Revolution.55 Despite 
this “exhaustion”, later student movements kept 
May Fourth alive. 

With such a distorted script of May Fourth, the 
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In Search of the Law: Ennin's Journey in a Japanese 

Buddhist Context 
 

KURT MARTIN SCHREIBER

  

INTRODUCTION 

 

mong the myriad of historical figures and 
personalities who transmitted their 
thoughts through writing, the premodern 

traveler holds a special place in the imagination: 
intrepid explorers and pilgrims who took flight 
from their homes to distant and, sometimes, 
dangerous lands without the aid of modern 
transport. Whether they went in search of trade, 
religion, knowledge, or power, the premodern 
traveler connects deeply with the modern mind. 
The traveler’s ambition and desire to seek out 
something more, leaves a resonating impression 
upon us even today. 

Yet, few of these travelers left behind records 
of their journeys, and the very few who did only 
wrote down their experiences many years after 
they occurred. Thus, the full reasons for their 
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undoubtedly important to the histories of both 
China and Japan; however, by focusing on the
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manuscripts surviving to modern times.4 The 
original text was written in classical Chinese, 
which was the official language of educated 
Japanese at the time. The first, and primary, 
manuscript of the diary is known as the Tōji text 
(named after the temple where it is housed), 
which is an exact copy of Ennin's original text. It 
was produced in 1291 by the monk Kennin. 
Kennin was seventy-two years old when he made 
this copy, and it is assumed to be a near exact copy 
of the original text.5 

In 1805, the Tōji text was further copied and 
slightly amended in a manuscript known as the 
Ikeda text. Since the changes were minimal, the 
Tōji text is assume to be the only original copy of 
Ennin's diary still in existence. In his translation, 
Reischauer attempts to correct a number of 
copyist's errors in the Tōji text, as the age of the 
manuscript has left many holes and worn sections; 
in addition, due to the advanced age of Kennin, the 
hand is shaky at points. Reischauer also makes the 
point of how Kennin may have not actually 
understood what he was copying and was, instead, 
doing so as an act of piousness. This would also 
explain some of the copyist errors.6 Reischauer 
made his English translation based on a 
combination of both the Tōji and Ikeda texts in 
1955, which is what I am using as the primary text 
for this thesis.7 

 
 
 
 

Organization 
 

I will divide my argument into three parts in 
order to explore Ennin and his life in the context 
of early Japanese Buddhism. Part One will focus on 
Ennin's predecessors and their journeys to China: 
Saichō (the founder of Japanese Tendai) and Kūkai 
(the founder of Japanese Shingon). These two 
monks took part in the embassy of 804, thus, their 
journeys and achievements are close enough in 
time and place to be properly examined. Part Two 
                                                
4 Reischauer, Ennin’s Travels, 16-17. 
5 Ibid., 17. 
6 Ibid. 
7 It should be noted that Reischauer and most of the 
sources researched used the Wade-Giles system of 
Chinese-English translation. In this work I will be 

will examine Ennin's decision to journey to China, 
specifically, the challenges and obstacles he faced 
collecting the knowledge he sought as well as why 
he collected the materials he did. In Part Three, I 
will turn my lens to the near loss of Ennin's 
knowledge at the hands of Emperor Wuzong and 
his Buddhist persecution, as well as the legacy 
Ennin left on Japanese Buddhism following his 
return. This section will mostly focus on Ennin's 
accomplishments in a historical context. 

I argue the premise in which Ennin plays a 
crucial role in the propagation of Buddhism in 
Japan, specifically, the solidification of the Tendai 
sect and its canonization of Chinese texts. While 
other scholars have made excellent studies of 
Ennin and his life, I want to go beyond research 
solely on Ennin and focus on his journey in the 
context of Japanese Buddhism as a whole. 
Specifically, I want to compare and contrast 
Ennin's journey with those of his predecessors, 
Saichō and Kūkai, in order to understand where 
Ennin's journey differs and why this difference is 
important in a larger context. A closer reading of 
Ennin's diary is required in order to do this, with a 
focus on the challenges Ennin faced during his 
time in China. I ask, how did the challenges Ennin 
faced during his journey affect the outcome of 
which texts and teachings he was able to acquire 
compared to his predecessors Saichō and Kūkai? 
Ennin’s journey came at a time of great change in 
the Far East, at the end of Eastern transmission of 
Buddhism from India, and during a state of decline 
for the great Tang Empire. In Japan, the Heian 
court had just established itself and would 
continue to build the foundations of Japanese 
culture for the next two centuries. Ennin was not 
only important for the Buddhist legacy he built 
upon, but also for the knowledge and texts he was 
able to secure during his travels in Tang China 
within an era of great change. 
 

 

using the Pinyin system of Chinese-English translation. 
As such I will be modifying direct quotes (where 
possible) from these books to Pinyin from the Wade-
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Part I: Saichō and Kūkai: Ennin’s 

Predecessors 
 

To understand where Ennin stands in the 
greater hierarchy of the East Asian Buddhist 
exchange of the ninth-century, we must first look 
back at his storied predecessors, the monks Saichō 
and Kūkai, and their accomplishments. Ennin's 
journey, and later teachings, occurred at a 
transformative-time in the history of Japanese 
Buddhism, as his travels fell at the conclusion of a 
long phase of transmission of continental religious 
and cultural knowledge to Japan. The 
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came between the first and sixth-centuries, were 
sporadic and most likely originated from many 
different political forces vying for power in early 
Japan. After the fall of the Han, China entered a 
state of conflict and political disruption which 
would last for about four centuries. It wasn't until 
the reunification of China under the Sui dynasty in 
581, and the political unification of Japan during 
the Asuka period (528-710), where it was possible 
for larger embassies to travel to China on a regular 
basis. 

Coincidentally, this period of political 
stabilization which regularized Chinese-Japanese 
relations also marked the "official" arrival of 
Buddhism to Japan in the sixth-century in the form 
of sutras brought by Korean monks. A debate 
about whether or not the introduction of foreign 
religions to the newly formed court would be 
allowed, began in 552 after the arrival of Buddhist 
texts and images from the Korean kingdom of 
Paekche. Prince Shōtoku famously established the 
Buddhist monastery of Horyuji in Japan, and 
championed the integration and assimilation of 
Chinese culture into Japan through his 
"Constitution in Seventeen Articles" (604), which 
espoused both Confucian and Buddhist principles. 
In 607, Prince Shōtoku dispatched Ono no Imoko 
as the head of an embassy to the Sui dynasty, 
which was the first of many large, organized, 
systematic embassies which would follow until 
Ennin's embassy in 838. Ennin’s embassy was the 
last one conducted during this period of Japan-
China relations, due to the decline of the Tang.14 
The embassies who first met with the Sui emperor, 
and the later Tang, secured relations between the 
Chinese and Japanese, but also allowed the 
Japanese to both learn about and adapt Chinese 
culture. The seventh and eighth of these 
embassies, which departed in 717 and 734, were 
respectively staffed by the scholar monks Gembō 
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return, his version of esoteric Buddhism was 
quickly endorsed. In contrast, Kūkai's 
achievements did not meet such high praise or 
notice. A month after Saichō’s return to Japan, he 
had already been commanded by Emperor Kanmu 
to perform the abhiseka initiation rites at 
Takaosan-ji for the eminent priest of Nara. This 
event is officially considered the first esoteric 
initiatory right performed in Japan.37 In the first 
month of 806, the court of Emperor Kanmu 
allowed Saichō's Tendai Lotus School (Tendai 
hokke shu) to perform two ordinations a year, one 
for the study of the Mahāvairocana Sūtra (esoteric 
teaching), and one for the study of Mo-ho chih-
kuan, the main work of the Tiantai patriarch 
Zhiyi.38 The inclusion of esoteric Buddhism in the 
Tendai school of Japan, marks a departure from 
the original Tiantai sect located in China, as the 
school revolved around the teaching of the Lotus 
Sutra only. This inclusion would be what brought 
Saichō's teachings into direct conflict with Kūkai’s. 

After his return to Japan, Kūkai spent a few 
years living on Kyushu awaiting an invitation from 
the court to travel to Heian. It was 809, three years 
after his journey, when Kūkai finally received a 
reply from the court instructing him to reside in 
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monastery would not allow him to draw the 
pictures.55  

No doubt exacerbating Ennin's frustration 
about the situation, the following day Li Deyou 
informed Ennin his travel requests had been 
denied; furthermore, the supplies the Japanese 
delegation were given for daily needs, were 
reduced. Ennin was informed he would not be able 
to travel until he was granted Imperial permission, 
and "in the meantime we monks were to be 
quarantined in a monastery".56 

From this point onwards, the next two years of 
the diary recount a long game of back-and-forth 
between Tang officials and Ennin's Buddhist 
delegation. This would become the first major, and 
continuing, obstacle in Ennin's search for 
understanding about his own faith, and would 
ultimately determine he would never reach his 
intended goal of Mt. Tiantai. It is not without 
reason in which Ennin found himself encountering 
such difficulty along his journey, since the Tang 
dynasty had a long established tradition of intense 
bureaucratic order. 

The Tang dynasty had a system of 
bureaucratic rule first established during the Han 
dynasty (206 BCE - 220 CE). By the time of Ennin's 
journey, the imperial state had become 
entrenched in everyday life within China. The 
bureaucracy established in China at the time of 
Ennin's journey, relied on a complicated, 
interconnected system of officials, which extended 
downwards, from the supreme command of the 
Emperor at the center. Even the geography of 
China was divided in a hierarchical fashion, the 
most powerful province being the capital, the 
power then extended t
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Ennin continued to plan around Chinese officials 
in order to complete his search for Buddhist law. 

At first believing he would not be allowed to 
stay in China any longer, Ennin entrusted the 
Student Monk Ensai with a letter to Tiantai and his 
"Questions from the Monastery" and the 
"Questions from the Shuzenin", which he had 
intended to ask himself upon his arrival at Mt. 
Tiantai.63 On the seventeenth day of the third 
moon of 839, Ennin moved his belongings to the 
second ship of the return envoy in preparation of 
departure, yet Ennin still continued to come up 
with a way to stay in China, instructing his Korean 
interpreter Chongnam to "devise some scheme 
whereby I can stay [in China] ".64 On the twenty-
second day, Ennin and the rest of the Japanese 
embassy departed on nine Korean-built ships. For 
the next few days, they attempted to make the 
crossing to Japan. As with the first crossing they 
made, for days, the embassy ran into unfavorable 
seas and winds, continually pushing the ships back 
towards the Chinese coast. 

When they reached the area around Mizhou, 
Ennin seemed to make up his mind how he would 
not be returning to Japan with the rest of the ships, 
as he entrusted four letters and a black scepter 
gifted to him at Zhuzhou to be returned to Mt. Hiei 
by the embassy's ships, "Student of History" by 
Nagamine no Sukune.65 He entrusted these items 
to Nagamine on the first day of the fourth moon of 
839, 
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land makes one have a spontaneous feeling of 
respect for the region.83 

Clearly, Ennin had finally found a place to not 
only learn new things about his own faith, but also 
a place where he could practice his faith peacefully 
and freely, compared to the experience he had in 
China for the first two years, the amount of 
knowledge he was gaining about the Tendai sect 
was incomparable. 

While at Tahuayensi, Ennin found many 
Buddhist treasures which he described in his 
diary. The artifacts included three copies of the 
Lotus Sutra, one from India in the original Indian 
format, one in small Chinese characters, and a 
third with golden Chinese characters. A two-story 
pagoda was also located at the site, which was said 
to contain one of the 84,000 mini pagodas made by 
the Buddhist King Asoka of India during the third 
century BCE. The grandest item at the monastery, 
was an image of Monju riding a "supernatural" lion 
which took up an entire five bay hall.84 All these 
images, no doubt, gave this region a great sense of 
great religious importance to Ennin. 

On the seventeenth day of fifth moon of 840, 
Ennin presented the thirty questions he had 
previously entrusted to Ensai to take to Mt. Tiantai 
to Chiyuan Heshang. However, the monk refused 
to answer the questions since he had been told 
they had already been resolved by the teachers at 
Tiantai. This answer was apparently satisfying to 
Ennin, and he did not press the matter with 
Heshang; thus, it seems Ennin took the authority 
of Tiantai seriously and found it unnecessary for 
the answers to be reproduced for himself. Since 
his thirty questions had already been resolved in 
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the Imperial Mausoleum returning from 
entombing the former Emperor with a large 
company of soldiers which lined either side of the 
Imperial road.90 Ennin waited for the 
Commissioner to enter the city gates. Then, on the 
twenty-second day of the eighth moon of 840, he 
and his companions entered the city. 

Ennin's coincidental meeting with the funeral 
party of the former Emperor prior to entering the 
city of Changan is almost a literary foreshadowing 
of the change which was about to take hold within 
China. With the former Emperor dead and buried, 
Emperor Wuzong gained control of the Tang 
Empire. With his absolute power, he would create 
the biggest obstacle Ennin had faced yet in his 
search for the law. Ennin's travels from the Korean 
cloister to Mt. Wutai had been relatively trouble-
free, and the formally, troublesome Tang 
bureaucracy which had trapped him in Yangzhou 
for over a year, rarely made an appearance in his 
diary during his travels between Shangdong and 
Mt.Wutai, as well as Mt. Wutai and Changan, aside 
from the occasional official asking to view his 
travel credentials. Ennin's arrival in Changan 
coinciding with the rise of Emperor Wuzong to 
power marked a departure from his relatively free 
travels: Ennin and the rest of the Buddhist in China 
were about to be persecuted in one of the greatest 
religious persecutions in Chinese history. 

The persecution Ennin would face, evolved 
over time while he was in Changan. Upon his 
arrival, he does not record in his diary anything 
particularly peculiar about the situation, and he 
goes about searching for teachers and texts as 
usual when he arrives at a new location. Once 
again, Ennin and his company fell under tight, 
bureaucratic control. A few days after his arrival, 
they were ordered to stay in the Zishengsi 
monastery by the Commissioner of Good 

Works.91 The monk Huaiqing arrived at the 
monastery and informed Ennin there were many 
teachers of esoteric Buddhism he could seek out 
within the city, these teachers included: [Fa] run 
Ho-shang (the disciple of Kūkai's teacher Hui-kuo) 
who mastered the Taizō[kai], an Indian monk 

                                                
90 Ennin, Ennin's Diary, 283. 
91 Ibid., 288. 
92 Referred to as "baptisms" in Reischauer's 
translation. 

named Nanda, and a Master Wen-wu who had 
mastered the Kongōkai. Ennin spent the next 
month and a half trying to figure out who he 
should go to. Based on these recommendations, 
Ennin eliminated Ho-shang because he was senile, 
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This marked the beginning of the great Buddhist 
persecution of the Tang would last for the next 
three years. 

As with most religious persecutions, this Tang 
persecution took place at a time of great economic 
disruption throughout the empire, and the 
straining of resources on the fronts of two wars 
caused much of the leadership to go along with the 
persecution to secure the resources of the 
monasteries. The hate, paranoia, and misguided 
faith of Emperor Wuzong confirmed his target as 
he slowly lost his mind and became a Taoist 
fanatic, fueled by hardline traditionalists trying to 
purge China of "foreign" influence. Ennin records 
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disciples after his return is unknown, the diary 
itself makes no mention of these dreams. While in 
Changan, the biography recounts one of these 
dreams which may shed light on how important 
this portion of his travels were to Tendai's later 
followers. After Ennin received the Abhiseka 
ordination from Yuangcheng, Saichō supposedly 
appeared to him in a dream stating, "Well done! 
Bring back the copied Mandala to Japan and show 
it to me".96Perhaps this inclusion is a 
remembrance of Saichō's inability to obtain the 
esoteric teachings from Kūkai during his life, an 
imagined statement of what Saichō would have 
thought had he lived long enough to see Ennin 
return from China. 

The importance of Ennin's time in Changan to 
the Tendai sect cannot be understated. It could 
even be said Ennin's time there is as important to 
Tendai as Kūkai's journey was to Shingon. Unlike 
Kūkai, Ennin could not just leave town once he 
finished getting what he came for: for five years, 
Ennin would be trapped in the capital as the 
persecution of Buddhists continued. The 
persecution against Buddhists became so severe, 
according to Ennin, there was even a point where 
the Emperor considered murdering all the 
Buddhists within the city instead of just returning 
them to lay life: 

The Emperor announced, "The pit from which 
they took the earth [for the terrace of the 
immortals] is very deep and makes people afraid 
and uneasy. We wish that it could be filled up. On 
a day for sacrifice… [we] should gather all the 
monks and nuns of the two halves of the city…and 
should cut off their heads and fill the pit with 
them".97 

Even if this account is embellished or untrue, 
it clearly shows the high anxiety which must have 
gripped the monks of the city. Ennin requested to 
leave the city on multiple occasions during the 
years of the persecution, but his requests were 
denied repeatedly, although some of the Chinese 
officials were very sympathetic to his plight. 

Finally, on February 11, 845, Ennin finally 
submitted to the will of the Emperor and offered 
to return to lay life so he could travel home to 
Japan. Shortly after, an official imperial edict was 

                                                
96 Ibid., 47. 
97 
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reflection or statement, nor does Ennin even 
acknowledge his search had ended, the last entry 
Ennin makes is simply, "In the after noon Master 
Nanjū came".100 

 
 

Conclusion 
 

It may strike some as odd in the modern world 
how Ennin would end his diary so abruptly; but to 
Ennin, his job was far from over after his return. 
Instead, the journey to China was a means to an 
end. Ennin's true purpose was to bring back the 
teachings of esoteric Buddhism and the Tiantai 
sect for the benefit of his master's Tendai sect in 
Japan. Collecting the texts was just the first step in 
this process. Ennin's return to Japan is 
unfortunately not recorded in his own words, 
though it is recorded in his biography Jikaku 
Daishi. 

Upon returning to Kyoto, Ennin immediately 
went back to Mt. Hiei and "worshipped at the 
memorial places of his master Saichō."101 He then 
went about writing a new Hokke Senbō102, a 
process which Saichō had started and he was 
granted promotion from the Emperor himself. 
Ennin went on to make copies of the esoteric texts 
and mandalas he had collected, apparently only 
regretting not being able to copy the sūtras written 
in Sanskrit.103 In 854, Ennin was asked by the 
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throughout this work, this interpretation of Ennin 
is far from the truth. Ennin was just as ambitious 
as his predecessors, not only in traveling to China, 
but facing far more challenges once he arrived. 
Ennin's legacy can be found in his unceasing 
determination to achieve his goals, while, at the 
same time, maintaining a humble spirit about his 
circumstances, leading to success in his search for 
Buddhist Law. 

The challenges he faced were great, and not 
once did he deter from his ultimate goal of 
obtaining the "law". From Chinese officials, to 
persecutions, to the chaotic sea, no obstacle 
deterred Ennin, even if his trajectory changed 
along the way. He spent nine years living in China 
and when he returned to Japan, he did not waste 
any of the rest of his days on anything other than 
his teachings. It seems Ennin never forgot about 
his time in China, both halls he had constructed on 
his deathbed reflect special experiences Ennin had 
while in China: his time at Mt. Wutai and Mt. Chi. 

The most important legacy Ennin left behind 
was his understanding of, and later teaching, 
about esoteric Buddhism. Saichō had advocated 
for the blending of the Lotus Sutra and esoteric 
teaching into one unified form of spirituality, but 
he was unable to gain all the texts necessary due 
to Kūkai's condemnation of this ideology. Ennin, 
on the other hand, devoted much of his time to the 
retrieval of mandalas and esoteric texts while he 
was in China, no doubt strengthening the Tendai's 
sect hold on its own doctrine. Moreover, by 
actually traveling to Changan as Kūkai did before 
him, Ennin was taught directly by masters of 
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