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Hakanashi, Mujo and Beyond:

On Karaki Junzd’s Theory of Impermanence

Cheung Ching-yuen

1. Introduction

While Heraclitus is famously known for his claim that everything flows (Ilavta pei),
Buddhism provides a similar statement that all conditioned things are anicci
(impermanent). Without doubt, the notion of impermanence is crucial for us to
understand not only Buddhism but also East Asian philosophies. In “The Great Earthquake
Disaster and the Japanese View of Nature,” Noe Keiichi (#/5X/%—) quotes Terada
Torahiko (SFHEE, 1878-1935), a scientist trying to link Japanese’s view of nature with

the Buddhist notion of impermanence. Terada writes,

Why was Buddhism imported from a distant country to take root and mature in
Japan? It is because a variety of factors within Buddhism were accommodating to
the Japanese climate. In my opinion, one factor is that the idea of impermanence
based on Buddhism mutually accords with the basic Japanese view of nature.
Without mentioning Kamo no Chomei’s book Hdjoki, for people who live in a
country where disasters of earthquakes and floods are frequent and unpredictable, a
natural impermanence permeates their internal organs (consider removal) as

memory inherited from remote ancestors.'

In the very beginning of Hajoki (An Account of My Hut), Kamo no Chomei (H&EH],
1155-1216) writes, “The flow of water is ceaseless and its water is never the same. The
bubbles that float in the pools, now vanishing, now forming, are not of long duration: so in

the world are man and his dwellings.” Chémei records disasters in Kyoto such as fire,

" Quoted in Noe Keiichi, “The Great Earthquake Disaster and the Japanese View of Nature,”
Journal of Japanese Philosophy, SUNY Press, Vol. 5, 2018: 3.
* Keene, 1995: 197.
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wind and famine. He also writes the following on earthquake,

Of the four great elements, water, fire, and wind are continually causing disasters,
but the earth does not normally afflict man. Long ago, during the great earthquake
of the year 855, the head of the Buddha of the Tadaiji fell off, a terrible misfortune,
indeed, but not the equal of the present disaster. At the time everyone spoke of the
vanity and meaninglessness of the world, and it seemed that the impurities of men’s
hearts had somewhat lessened, but with the passage of the months and the days and

the coming of the new year people no longer even spoke in that vein.’?

Although Chémei managed to survive natural disasters, he had a miserable career in
Kyoto. Later, he decided to move to Ohara north of Kyoto, for a simple life — that is, to live
in a small hut. Had he written more prolifically he might have provided us with some
insights on how to live in this impermanent world. So how should we understand
impermanence in a philosophical way?

In this paper, I will introduce Karaki Junzd’s (JEARNE=, 1904-1980) theory of
impermanence, and to explore how this theory can deepen our understanding of our

contemporary world.
2. Karaki’s theory of impermanence

In Japanese Philosophy: A Sourcebook, Matsumaru Hisao (IAALZFHE) introduces Karaki as a
critic who had a close relationship with Kyoto School philosophers: “He [Karaki] was active
throughout the Showa period more as a critic than a philosopher professionally trained in
western sources. He studied under Nishida Kitaro at Kyoto University and remained
indebted to the thinking of Kyoto School philosophers throughout his life.”* We should
notice that Karaki did not develop his career in Kyoto; rather, he became a Professor of
Literature at Meiji University.” Karaki’s work Mujo (published in 1964) can be seen as his
theoretic analysis on impermanence. It is divided into three parts: Hakanashi (137275 L),
impermanence (f%) and metaphysics of impermanence (f# DJEM 2%%). Hereafter, 1

will give a brief introduction to these notions of impermanence.

’ Keene, 1955: 204.

4 Heisig, Maraldo, Kasulis (eds), Japanese Philosophy: A Sourcebook, Honolulu: University of Hawaii
Press, 2011: 227. Hereafter abbreviated as SB.

> The philosophy program of Meiji University has just begun since 2018.
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2.1 Hakanashi: Women’s notion of impermanence

In Japanese, hakanai (137%>75\>, REUR >, #43) is an adjective to describe things that
“cannot be measured.” It means something momentary, short-lived and transient. Some
typical examples are dreams, life and flowers. One can definitely appreciate the hakanasa
(noun of hakanai) of Dutchman’s Pipe Cactus or Gekkabijin, a flower that only blooms for
one night.

In classical Japanese literature, hakanashi is the word to express this delicate feeling
of impermanence or fragility. In The Diary of Izumi Shikibu (1002-1003), the author
writes: “I keep grieving day and night [in palace] about life, which is something more

fragile than dreams. ”® Another example is a passage on the impermanence of life in The

Tale of Genji (1008), written by Murasaki Shikibu (3 30#):
Life is short, but we must cherish every moment of our life, even a day or two.”

One should notice that these delicate feelings are expressed by elite women writers,
who observed different kinds of love affairs in the palace, and experienced an uncertain or
anxious feeling. However, Karaki suggests Murasaki Shikibu might have a different story.
He writes, “Living a relatively stable life, Murasaki Shikibu reached the truth of sukuse (&
i) by radicalizing this stability in human’s hakanaki and the awaresa of men and women.”

To deepen our understanding of this feeling of impermanence, I would like to
mention the study of sukuse by Satd Sekiko (FEREZAHLT). In Genji Monogatari, there is a

paragraph on the sukuse or the floating life of women:

Unlike what might have thought, this is life. From past to present, life is always

changing. In particular, it is sad that woman’s sukuse is floating.’

Sat6 notices that in edition of Nihon Koten Bungaku Taikei, sukuse is translated as shukumei

(fate) in modern Japanese:

CEBIDD IR EMHOFRZBEZ LN DDA LES T (English translation is mine unless
otherwise noted.)

TNDf, ALDBFELEYENLE, Bhodqm, ~ZHZELETRE, 23067 (FH
1.3.19)

8 Karaki 2002: 201.

PARIZ, A THDOLERE LD, o EnsbD, SOAZZ, b EL, EED 752
LiERGH, FIZoWTH, BOFEMEFE» I 228, HIFIUTIERS, (FA 3.2.18)
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It is sad that the fate (or destiny) of a woman is (uncertain) in a floating state (that

can be anything depending on men)."

While Yosano Akiko (5-#t#f &+, 1878-1942)"" and Setouchi Jyakucho (/=N
BUIE)'? translated sukuse as unmei #fi (fate), I would like to bring to attention the fact
that Chinese translations of Genji Monogatari, by Feng Zikai (%415, 1898-1975)" and
Lin Wenyue (#KA3XH)'" for examples, also translate sukuse as mingyun @i (fate).
According to Satd, sukuse is clearly not fate. As she explains, “Here, the expression ‘fate’ is
used as a translation of ‘sukuse’ for it expresses the meaning that everything is difficult to
change. However, it contradicts with the meaning of “uncertain” (4 TIZ7% 57) or “can
be anything (fl & TH 7 %).”

Here, I would like to comment on two points. First, while fate is for all genders,
sukuse only applies to women. Elite women realize that, inside the palace, women are always
controlled by men. In this sense, nothing is certain or determined. In other words, life is
fragile and anything can happen. Secondly, if sukuse is not about necessity (everything is
pre-determined and cannot be changed), it is about contingency (nothing is certain and
anything goes). Kuki Shazo (JuJii&, 1888-1941) provides an analysis on contingency as

follows:

The import of the contingency we find in the content and form of literature lies in
the metaphysical sense of wonder and the philosophical beauty that accompanies it.
In a word, the sense of wonder that accompanies contingency in metaphysical terms
is the emotion that moves us to seek a reason for the shift from nonexistence to
existence, from existence to nonexistence. Contingency signifies the possibility of
nonexistence. As Shakespeare says, “it hath no bottom.” For Hegel, contingency
evokes “absolute distress” (absolute Unrube) for the same reason: Es hat keinen

Grund. In contingency, nonexistence transgresses upon existence. To that extent,

Y ot GE) Rz, (bobMUTUTAST) FLATLIRE (BXRECTHMETHES
D) THZDD, AN HA[EZ ) TITEWET, (Quoted in Sato 1995: 1)

W ARBIZZI oD TIEVET, FHALEVLILDREDSHLENLSIITHLED-TW
CHDTTY, ZOHFTHLDEMIE RV HDIFTIVER A, (Yosano, 1971(L#): 60)
2 ORI RVET, RODBERKFVS7DTIEVET, 2LCHLOMEVIbDIFIIH L
HDTLT SV ELEIRDZDPRESTEDEEA, ZIV) B THLRDEME V) D
WBIFEHED L) I v, BENhdbo T WET, (Setouchi, 2007 (B—): 60)

BRI, e DAL, AR, U A IVE R, ELAIBEWT | (Feng, 2017: 36)

MR AR IR OB R, TS B DOk, e A SR R AR RS A ]
#£e. (Lin, 2000 (55—1): 39)

15 Saté Sekiko, Sukuse no Shiso, Tokyo: Perikansha, 1995: 1-2.
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contingency implies fragile existence.'®

Kuki’s thought implies that our fragile existence cannot be explained by necessity but only
by contingency, which is related to the metaphysical sense of wonder. We will see (in

section 2.3) that the metaphysics of impermanence is not a feeling of impermanence.

2.2 Impermanence: Men’s notion of impermanence

Karaki insists there is a gender difference regarding the feeling of impermanence. If
hakanashi is a feeling of impermanence for elite women living inside the palace, how about

the feeling of impermanence for men living outside the palace? Karaki answers,

[Men’s] Impermanence is born when palace culture is removed from hbakanashi.
When the subtle meaning of hakanashi is lost, it becomes the grave-less (haka-nashi)
in Konjyaku Monogatari. To ordinary men or local people without a good education,
subtlety or refinedness is meaningless; rather, they only care about war and daily life,

that is, to follow the things, calculate everything, and face life directly."”

In the case of war, soldiers would have to prepare for death at any moment. This feeing of
impermanence for men is nothing but the existential fear of death. Anyone can be killed in
a battlefield without a proper grave. In Japanese, the word for being “grave-less” (37 )
and hakanashi (13727 L) have the same pronunciation. However, this straightforward
feeling of impermanence in men (soldiers) is according to Karaki essentially different to the
delicate feeling of impermanence in women — and at that, the elite writers amongst them.'®
Yet it will be wrong to claim that in the case of classical literature written by men,

the feeling of impermanence is not as sophisticated. Even the rich and the powerful must

perish, as we can read from the first few lines of The Tale of Heike (1240):

The sound of the bell of Gionshoja resonates with the impermanence of all things.
The colour of the flowers of Shorea robusta shows the truth that power must perish.
Like a night dream in spring, even a proud man will not be forever. Same as the

dust before the wind, even a strong man will be destroyed."”

16 SB 846.

"7 Karaki, Mujo, in Kyoto Tetsugaku Sensho, Vol. 26, Kyoto: Toeisha, 2002: 299-300.

¥ “Haka-nashi” (%7 ) can be found in Konjyaku Monogatari, Vol. 29, Story 23. Quoted in
Karaki 2002: 206.

P MR EOFE O, HITREOEEH Y, RN OMOt, BELHEOMEH 3T, &
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Beyond the battlefield, some men are able to express the feeling of impermanence

with the sensitivity of poets. Karaki mentions the following bibun 353C (aesthetical

expressions) written by male poets about the ever-changing world. In the case of Jokei (H
B#, 1155-1213), for example,

way,

It is difficult to keep the leaves on a tree, but it is easy for dew on the grass to vanish.
While smoke appears in the countryside, it could be your turn today or tomorrow.
As moss grows in the garden, it could be waiting for sunrise or sunset. People are
crying in the south and in the north. Tears are running to the mountain and the

plain. The soil that buries bones is never dried.*

Rennyo (A1, 1415-1499) also expresses the uncertainty of life in the following
It is easy to live your life... You do not know who will die first: yourself or the other.
You do not know when will it come: today or tomorrow. Those who have passed
away are as many as dews or raindrops. In the morning, your girl is still there; by

the evening, she has become bones.”

Karaki also mentions the expression of “flying flowers and falling leaves,” which is

discussed by many male poets. For example, Shinkei (‘0p5, 1406-1475) writes,

The heart is important. When you see flying flowers and falling leaves, or the dews
on plants, you can be aware of the illusion of this mundane world. You should be

nice to others and hold the heart of yigen.”

Sogi (53, 1421-1502) further develops this idea in the following manner,

NHEANBALDST, KEBEORDOEOIT L L, MEHEDLODOIIZKIZFA PR, O EANCEDHTD
EANE AN

DV IREOHHE L, HEOMEAS L, WHOMERSAZE, SHICH D, HHICIES
D, TREOBIEIZAZE, BEHFOP, B2/ROP, MR, LB T, A% %H,
KERET INTIBA H EcBs, g2t %< 2 &% L, (Quoted in Karaki 2002: 297)
A EBRES L (K, ek, ARL. SHELHST, HHEDHS T, B NLEOA
F.ADFE KDBEIDHEL LA, STUTHICIIFES ) T A ICIZAT BN G40,

(Quoted in Karaki 2002: 298)

2 b BIFEICTE, WICRIEEEZ A CHEROBLZ 1O TH, HitoEZIZA LoL%
BOEh, 5250293 L L, XDz Ed X, (Quoted in Karaki 2002: 324)
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The way of poem is nothing but compassion. Even you see the flying flowers and
falling leaves, you can tackle the demon in your heart and be a true self if you

understand the truth about life and death.?

While Matsuo Basho (AR EIAE, 1644-1694) sees flying flowers and falling leaves,

he expresses the feeling of impermanence in the following haiku:

There is no sign
of its own death in

cicada’s song**

In his discussion of the “feeling of impermanence,” Karaki did not quote any work
from women writers. However, I would like to quote Tarawa Machi (f£/7%), who is a

famous female tanka poet. Some of her poems on flowers are:

He loves me,

he loves me not. I'd be
all right if I had

one love, say, for each
of the counted petals.”

As if in this park

nothing at all has happened

the cherry blossoms

have bloomed, blossomed, scattered:
sakura sakura sakura..*

Gentle, isn’t it?

Cosmos blooming in the sun
translucent purple;

lacking all knowledge

of last year’s autumn.”

B o, HEEE I A1k T, RMEEERZ R TH, AR 2B UL, Lo Rl
LRI HETC, AREAMDZ L b DIk b X E, (Quoted in Karaki 2002: 324-325)

H PP THRT L EIFRZTMOM (Quoted by Karaki 2002: 343)
BELTHELTORVIENS DL ITERH UL\ VWDIZ (Tawara Machi and Jack Stamm
2017: 85)

X ZILHILHIOREWOREHY BRI R o7 L) BRE (Ibid, 142)

T RILvRBoOt S S FITET TR EEDOKZ A S ¥ a X € Z(Ibid, 163)
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One may say Tawara is an elite woman, and hence her feeling of impermanence should be
categorized as hakanashi. As a single mother, however, she is determined to live a life
beyond the social stereotype. Living in a contemporary and yet secular world, it is
important to be more tolerant to differences in genders and life styles. Following this sense,
I would like to argue that poets from all genders can express their feelings of

impermanence.
2.3 Metaphysics of impermanence: Dogen’s philosophy of impermanence

No matter the feeling of impermanence is gendered or not, Karaki would argue that feeling
of impermanence should not be confused with the metaphysics of impermanence. Here,
the metaphysics of impermanence is not an appreciation of or an aesthetics on
impermanence. Karaki is referring specifically to the philosophy of Dégen (i 7JG,
1200-1253), one of the most important Zen monks or philosophers in Japan.

To begin with, Karaki mentions Dogen’s childhood trauma: Dégen’s mother
passed away when he was 8 years old. Nonetheless, this traumatic experience could only
bring him the mere feeling of impermanence. Later, Dégen managed to philosophize the

problem of impermanence. In Karaki’s own words,

In 95 chapters of Dogen’s Shobaogenzo, we can see a shift from hakanashi to mujo,
from the feeling of impermanence or aesthetics of impermanence to a radical idea of

impermanence, in which mujé as such is the reality.”

Here, mujo as such does not mean a feeling or a thing that can be separated from the mind;
rather impermanence is the sole reality. In short, impermanence is not an object or a thing,.
In Karaki’s words, “Impermanence as such embraces in itself both the self and the mind. It
is not impermanence as an object of cognition. It may be called metaphysical
impermanence.” (SB 230)*

How can we understand “metaphysical impermanence” This is related to the
temporality of impermanence. Time is not a thing, but is related to nothingness. Karaki

explains,

B NIl 206 THEH, ~, Z2IE0 L TEEE E 72 3 MEERD S, HUS L 72 e
BNEE I ZEICHETH L L) & AN ODTEEIRB L HEDBILTH > 72,

(Karaki 2002: 137)

DIEEZDHD, Frdb, DEDL. FOIBLICSLATOAEETH S, BHONRLE L TD
R Tl 7 . TEM B2 L v o T X v, (Karaki 2002: 357)
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The time of impermanence and change does not advance in a linear and continuous
way toward a fixed point of arrival, toward a destination. The impermanence of
arising-and-extinction, continually arising and continually passing away, is time in
its naked form. Time is originally a purposeless, discontinuous, instantaneous
arising-and-extinction, instantaneous arising of phenomena. We might say that the
manifest shape of time is the infinite repetition of meaningless things. If we see that
time is not a progress directed to a goal, then it does not advance in the direction of
nothingness, death, and extinction. On the contrary, time is continually connected
with nothingness. In the discontinuous chasm of no beginning and no end, the
bottomless abyss of nothingness is yawning. The time of repetition is nothingness.
This can indeed be called nihilism. Time is the endless repetition of meaningless
things rooted in nothingness. Human life, all phenomena, the whole universe, since
they exist nowhere but in time, are in the end nothing, meaningless, and
impermanence is clearly shown to be such nothingness and meaninglessness.
Impermanence is a cold fact, an actuality quite unrelated to emotions of wonder,

poetic sentiment, and the like.*

The notion of “cold fact” deserves some further explanation. It is cold or hard because it is
meaningless, but human beings will try their best to shift their attention to other things
which are meaningful. Karaki continues, “Since humans cannot face this cold nihilism,
they create all kinds of lofty ideas. The idea that time is infinite repetition without
beginning or end robs the point in time we call ‘the present’ of all meaning and value.
Without meaning, humans do not have the courage even to live. They adorn time in order
to confer meaning, putting into effect various methods of creating meaning.” (SB 231)°!
For examples, one can suggest there is a beginning in time; other suggests there is an end in
time. Others may try to confer a significance on time by building temples and pagodas,
which is “a way of artificially adorning the present. Humans, through believing in

civilization and progress, are able to affirm time and life.” (SB 232) Karaki concludes,

Daogen repeatedly rejected the above conferral of adornment and significance on
time. Time just as it is, in its nakedness, is to be faced squarely. Time, without
beginning or end, is to be confronted without purpose or action. Without blinking

we must face the reality of the time of instantaneous arising and ceasing,

O MERT X, BKIEDRENE, S & &3 A MR A e 92, Bl TH B, (Karaki 2002: 359)
T DERIOWMEAE=E) ALICHZ 2 ENTELRLT, SEIELERZDDET,
(Karaki 2002: 359-360)
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instantaneous production. This is a gate through which one has to pass. There is no
Zen if one does not look clearly at this. (SB p. 232)*

Karaki did not further explain the meaning of the “gate” (B["]), but we can refer to the
first koan of The Gateless Gate (MEFE): “Does dog have Buddha nature?” One might
expect either “yes” or “no” as the answer. However, Monk Josha replies with only one
word: “Nothing (f).” It is clear that nothing is not “no” (negation) or “non-being.” In

Cantonese, there are three different characters about being, non-being and nothing:

Character Pronunciation Meaning

=] yau> being / affirmation
11 mou5 non-being / negation
i3 mou4 nothing

Similarly, we can see that impermanence should not be understood as the negation of

permanence (not-being-permanence):

Characters | Pronunciation Meaning

HH yau5 sheung4 being-permanence
11 mou> sheung4 not-being-permanence
Jie mou4 sheung4 impermanence

The Gateless Gate shows that nothing is neither being nor non-being. We can also say that
impermanence is neither being-permanence nor not-being-permanence. Mujo is beyond

things that are not permanent.

3. My concluding remarks

Readers of Japanese Philosophy: A Sourcebook may find the following description on Karaki’s

theory of impermanence:

Karaki’s 1963 book, Impermanence, from which the following pages have been

2 ETLIF S D22 LAD K ) IR0 RMit, FEMRMEZEEL T, HD D FORFHE, #HH
ORI 9 %, EREA ORI EAMEE TR WA D . R, FIAER DR D
V7Y T4z, FIEAEHETICHNAT 2, 2 2@ BETRaIExsalfMch s, 2 2 2BHY
L CHE v, (Karaki 2002: 361)
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extracted, is an extended attempt to clarify the sense of the transiency of all things
that he sees as defining the Japanese mentality from the Middle Ages on. Seeing the
awareness of the fragility and uncertainty of existence, often associated with male
warriors, as grounded in Buddhist ideas, Karaki went on to develop a highly regarded
theory of Japanese aesthetic appreciation. (SB 227, emphasis mine)

However, as we have discussed in the previous section, Karaki’s project is not to
develop a theory of aesthetic appreciation. In the case of flowers, for example, no matter it
is Dutchman’s Pipe Cactus or the plum flower, it is meaningless to appreciate its
impermanence. In Karaki’s own words, “If everything is impermanent, poetic expression of
impermanence has no meaning. Impermanence is meaningless.” I believe this philosophy
can deepen our understanding of the contemporary world. Facing catastrophes, calamities,
social instabilities or even the outbreak of coronavirus, people may have a strong feeling of
impermanence. However, if we follow Karaki’s theory of impermanence, it does not make
sense to have poetic expression of impermanence only in cases of these brutal facts.
Impermanence is not the feeling of being determined or overpowered. Precisely speaking,
impermanence as such is not a feeling. As a final point, one may understand impermanence
from the Zen teaching: “Life and death matter. Impermanence is rapid. Time does not wait.
Do not be negligent.”** Karaki does not urge us to appreciate life; rather, he shows us the

“gate” to philosophize impermanence.
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