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Okawa Shumei’ s Theory of the Life State

ITO Junshin
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Abstract

This paper focuses on Okawa Shumei(1886-1957), the theoretical leader of Japanese fascism,
and examines his discourse of life.

Since his student days, Okawa was searching for a ‘true religion’, and in the 1910s, he
examined the views of Rudolf Eucken and other Western-derived philosophies of life and
formulated his own theory of religion. He adhered to a life-oriented religion in which union with
a ‘transcendent life’ was the ideal state of being.

Eventually, Okawa became interested in Japan and Asia and discovered transcendent life-the
object of his speculative search-in the ‘lineage of all generations’, the keystone of the Japanese
emperor system. This finding led to the development of Okawa’s life-oriented thought, which
had been a metaphysical speculation, as a theory aimed at the manifestation of a ‘life state’ in
the real world, with the emperor at its center.

Okawa’s theory of the life state was directed towards political and religious unification of the
world and regarded militant domestic remodeling and foreign invasion as inevitable steps in that
process. Originally, however, the ‘nation’ was nothing more than an institution. It was the
identification of the nation as having a life, and even the pretense of its manifestation, that led
to Okawa’'s theory of the life state: a totalitarian theory of the state that subordinates and
devotes people to the life state and makes its perpetuation as a nation the supreme objective.
This i1s how the logic of neglecting the life of the individual while upholding the life of the

nation was established.
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