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When Zen Means Too Much

Joshua Irizarry

In the six months since I returned to the United States
from Japan, it seems like I have been hearing the word ‘zen’
everywhere. At first, I assumed this was because thinking
about Zen is a full-time job for me. Upon reflection, however,
I started to realize how much the word has taken on a life of
its own in recent years.

Like all languages, English borrows and incorporates
words from other languages, but in my experience there
is no word as ambiguous to an English speaker as *
Most words that enter English from other languages have a
clear point of reference. For example, if you were to ask an

zen.’

American what ‘sombrero’, ‘croissant’, ‘hula’ or ‘kimono’
are, more than likely that person will have a general idea of
what you are talking about.

This is not the case with Zen. English-speakers have a
sense that they know what Zen is, but if you ask them to
define it, most people can only give a series of vague and
unsure responses. When I have asked people the question,
“What do you think ‘zen’ means?”, I have been given a wide
range of responses: ‘calm’, ‘peaceful’, ‘focused’, ‘trancelike’,
‘natural’, ‘simple’, ‘relaxed’, ‘makes you think’, ‘wooden’,
‘modern’, ‘spiritual’, and ‘vegetarian’. While these are
certainly pleasant associations, these responses conceal the
fact that the person does not have a clear idea of what Zen is.

Making things more confusing is the fact that the word
Zen is no longer used only as a proper noun (as in Zen
Buddhism or a Zen temple). In common English usage, it
is also used as a general noun (an experience of ‘zen’), an
adjective (‘a zen feeling’), an adverb (‘zen living’), and even
as a verb (‘to zen’ or ‘zenning out’). In fact, this shift in the
ways the word ‘zen’ is used in everyday conversation is
taking place not only in American English, but also in other
countries and languages as well.

In the United States, at least, much of this ambiguity
comes from the paths by which Zen entered American

cultural knowledge. The efforts to spread the teachings of Zen

to Europe and the Americas began as early as 1896, but it was
not until after the War that interest in Zen began to spread in
the United States. At first, Zen was picked up by poets and
rebels who were looking to challenge the rules and authority
of American society, government, and religion. For these
people, Zen was interpreted as lessons in freedom and a way
of challenging “the Establishment.” Over the course of the
1960s and 1970s, these themes would reverberate throughout
the United States and the world, inspiring a surge in interest
in Asian religions, and among them, Zen Buddhism.

It is somewhat ironic that as Americans became more
familiar with the word ‘zen’, they actually became less
familiar with the history, teachings and ideals that Zen
originally represented. As the 1970s wore on, the word
‘zen’ became detached from Zen Buddhism, and became
entangled with other aspects of the new spirituality movement
in America. Eventually, ‘zen’ came to be a shorthand for a
lifestyle that included organic food, yoga, living with nature,
and freedom from the stress of the everyday world. These
associations continue to this day.

At the same time, astute business minds from authors
to furniture makers were learning that ‘zen’ was a word
that sells. A favorite example of mine is to compare Eugen
Herrigel’s Zen in the Art of Archery with Robert Pirsig’s
Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, the two best-
selling books on ‘zen’ in any language. People are shocked
when I reveal that the only thing they have in common is
that they both have absolutely nothing to do with Zen. I am
often asked, “Why would the authors use the word ‘zen’ in
the title if their book isn’t about Zen?” My answer is simple:
you bought it, didn’t you? The power of the word ‘zen’ to sell
products also continues to this day.

While thinking about this essay, I did an experiment
to see how much ‘zen’ I could reasonably fit into my
everyday life in the United States. (Please note that for the
following paragraph, each time I use the word ‘zen’, I am




specifically referring to a product that is named ‘zen’ by its
manufacturers.)

When I wake up in the morning, I brush my teeth with
Zen toothpaste, with water from my Zen sink. I go to the
breakfast table, where a box of "Optimum Zen" cereal is
already waiting for me. My infant eats in her Zen high chair,
while I eat off my Zen dishes. At the bookstore, I can pick up

a book on any number of Zen subjects: Zen gardening, Zen
home decorating, Zen accounting, even Zen poker. While
waiting in line, I can buy a miniature Zen garden kit for my
desk to sit next to my Zen fountain. Later that evening, I sit
down to watch a drama about a police detective who solves
crimes with skills that he developed after reading books on
Zen. Just before bed, a popular comedy show ends with a
“moment of Zen”, mocking the most ridiculous thing said
by a politician or journalist that day. I set my Zen alarm
clock, and drift off to sleep on my Zen bed on Zen bedsheets,
looking forward to a new Zen day. (Don’t believe me? These
can all be found with a quick Internet search.)

These are only several examples of a huge industry of
zen-named or inspired consumer products, but this brief list
demonstrates how the Zen “brand name” has been co-opted
to sell a variety of products, none of which have anything
to do with the Zen Buddhism that I have been studying in
Japan for years. I was reminded of a legal case I had heard
about while researching intellectual property law: in 1982, the
Xerox Corporation found itself in court fighting for control
of its own name. In the twenty-five years that the Xerox
brand had been in existence, the company had become so
successful and the brand such a household word that the word
“xerox” was becoming a synonym for “photocopy.” Many
dictionaries even added “to xerox” to their listings. Their very
success put the Xerox Corporation into a difficult position.
Clearly, their advertising tactics and business model were
working. However, if the word became too widespread, their
brand name would fall into the legal category of a “generic
word” and the company would lose their trademark. In
desperation, the Xerox Corporation ran a series of newspaper
advertisements begging people to use the word only to refer
to products made by the Xerox company, not the act of
photocopying. The advertising campaign saved the company’s
trademark, and Xerox was able to hold onto their valuable

name.

While it may be distasteful to look at Zen as a business or
a “brand name” — Zen Buddhism is, after all, a religion with
millions of adherents and practitioners throughout the world
— I think that the Xerox example holds an important lesson
for teachers from the Japanese Zen Buddhist sects who wish
to spread the message of Zen throughout the world. Most
companies would envy the positive international image that
Zen enjoys. Indeed, the versatile ways in which the word ‘zen’
is used everyday in languages all over the world may be a
sign of one of the most successful advertising campaigns in
history. Teachers of Zen must use this popularity with care.
The everyday use of ‘zen’ in the United States shows that —
consciously or not — Americans are genuinely interested to
know more about Zen. However, unless efforts are made to
reclaim the Zen brand name, ‘zen’ risks becoming a word that
means so many things that it may end up meaning nothing at
all.

Joshua Irizarry is a doctoral student in cultural anthropology
from the University of Michigan. Since 2004, he has been
doing research on S6to-shti Daihonzan Sojiji. He is currently
writing his doctoral dissertation on everyday life and practice
at Sojiji.

VavaT cAVFYRIE, IV REAL N R
ZIEE AR OSA: T 2004 4F 725 KARILMEFF 05
ITEHEATHHI D W T O SO G T, RAILFE
FRRomiis e, HESHARE T, RARILFFE
OEWEL 2T ENTVE T, ZD/20SOTORA ~
F—FatrVIlHREWIZIZEE LT,

[E=F]

60 ~ 704ERICIEE 72 TZEN] &, BikoT7 25T
EHSW LY TRMTID LR E L

ERPOMEF T, [ZEN] LWIHIFEDLDMALT
FYFREFBLCET, HH, R cEFsnL L
W ZEE, W ERRAREF Y R D—DTHDLHE
LEZHDTY,

ZHUIEEN TV A [ZEN] TIHS, RROBER L Wk
WCHS A7) A THDONTWABRTIEDY A, 75
FEV) Z &2 5 2 LAY b A ) TR AN, [ZEN
EVI)BEIHYAE L TCOABIRLEEENDLZETY,

Yoy s A4A [¥ay 7 A ] OFERRRE L& W
HHFNL, BEICE 5T [ZEN] 1233 2 EE R #EIT
HLHEBNET,

[ZEN] O7 Iy FHERVRT A28 L, BT
& TZEN] IZEFR A SE TR TLE I ERE LHA
TVET,



S O T O #

BHLR— O

INDA

74 I 7EXRUKEFIOEEICEMLT

Lo 2 wo 1E>

BRI AR — &

19034F (G 364F) 1ZH =D 2 AOMEANT A1 -
TPk, 8FHOEHFELFRE LT84 (KIE74) 125
Fa LT A T BRI, 0FEL IR 5 L)
BAICFE SE TV 2Wie, TAZT eV Hilld, Fhes
PHH b5 LHICHEIKEDELIIH Y, K IVIVEIR—=
T4 LRI E NG CALE S A/ 8 RT3 2274
Tdhbo WHERRINTAITBRLIZERAOREEEL, 21,
3t En, LX) S - HRALOMkK - HAESE
e EOVFEP ST A T IESH O ICHAI S N7z Z0
T A T NAEE 5 EARIRAFETFO 2 7 FHHTHNT,

ST, 0 FEBEEEZNL, PR 204E10A12H (H), &R
TOREIT &0 E TR E LR A B2 T A DERE
MHAE AT VA% v bR 2%, HADHIE, ILTHR
CHEEGRRR. 6t TREIESER, 7 fEH—E (FEE).
St RAIMEER, TCRZAMTES OEILE IEf L & K.
Z L CCkER Y & — R FHoOmE—EliA2S,. KFFED
AV IN=DH 2005, NT AN D EEIFRED A 23—
12044, A5t 300 24 LN L E CTRPEFOAREILF & 2o
720 BEOBEIZEHROLAB TS5, ARGE - o—<5 -
PRTEINIEEO TS T LTy 7% T2, NEFELE
BERBREEAE T o720 HARDZEE L IEANIZFE L TH DD
HHHFROMAMOFRE - KA L DRI - N
YEFTANTF (EIRIK) - T T Avary HihoE%E) -
FEHZR ENT A DAL THE CCEEE TH o7

BB, KRBEUSZATIAXRIIHILNT T4y 7 - E—F -
BT NVDR= VIV — L THEN TNz REBI - HFE -
BRSO ER LSO Tar T ANHE SN, TR T

o | o
o
o

Soto Mission of Aiea
90th Anniw “elebration
Octok 008

O TG L THEIED ) HIZ#b o7z,

1L B2 5 %4 % L, “Honor the Past, Cherish
the Present, Look to the Future” [ ZIHGEZ I H W,
HAEZ RFIZL, FRICMP-T] &) 20—4 2 %817,
WEOFER. 9ttt BUEFEIME L DI DAY IN=DT]
rEbE, WEFEOHEL LT, TLR—F - B
OfifE. F LT, FREABRL T, ikt & o5 h & Z AL
DY M) =TT ) BEYERfEL. A2 N—OMIFET
O NTANFEL ALK FEFOLTEARELTE=LV
T&2ZEiE, W25 100BEICT THRER L DER DT
HbHHo Fiz AL, A/ NVNVERF Y TL I ELTLO
T IEEN A b o Tnde & EBIZERE L W)
K TN =T HIFEEL Tbe SHROTERICEITFL 72\,

LAl FREBEEEZIISML T, A 164 EmNCAERE L
TV EHO DN D722 DB Do NTAIZBWT, H
REEHEOLEMIL, RO E EDIVOPHEL LD &
WHNTIESHNTZDEA ) H 84EHI, T4 LT KFEH
REEFRERR L7228, 2 LT, SHOFEEIZZSAD
EERUDBED, BFEOWSWALRTARNVET DAY IN=H
EAWHNI2P T, HWHALP LT OBFRICELED DD
BHHT L, SHOMELIZ, NTAIZBWTHARIZBW
THMUMEICZEE N5, ZiUd, Wl L TIAEER B
LT L)L THE, HADEEDHF P SEESEDDL
BThb, BEMOHFEODVEEDS, NTA DR N— 23
x5 2, LB R B —RE Lo T T EITHHE
WRWTHH ) LKL L EBFEETH -7




HYHREITEE LI, W Bk RS
KN fEbE TV 5T, Rk REE —Mks
HHHR AcES
B SEMABIESA iz s
2008/8/1 ~ 2008/11/30 Pk, FH
(BT - BF5mg) A EEE AL
A1 FO
et e iz R
Hie Ky M fEEY MmHEE
FHRE RS o AL A REI
B FET Y 1| Pa
HTIL Wb FaEn TS
HFE Eikd TR VEE i
ERE S TR kB EARE
EWIE WM SRR TR 1
EIRE ek SHEl FIRIE LN e
HOEE TS BAIMEK WK i LIS
BB MR SAHEIE WikIE  EOGE RHAEA
157 =N 7 S 21k 1)) BEE &R 2
MR kS HBEA HiFIE LA
REE WET RER BIER EEE Hibh—R&
Fir 1! =AY BEERE  RbE FAFIEHE
HHHE BN HIEER EESF AR
WEH R EiEE BIER BERE ABE
HHHE ik RSN < DS 3 L
WEHE T BB BEEIR E#EE  HLEEY
WEAHE WS i BEEIE Fomd T
HRHS HEY BEFSIE B
WEAHE R LR [ WISy
WEHE  EHEY AR BB @AEn L
WEH R RERE AR S SEENT
HHHS FRE MR BATE  REH
WEHE WS ks FilllE KAy
HHHS BEk I e
HEE S R EIE &Y fEEd
HHHE EHKT BB BB AU

i ] U P FRHBLRE B IR Al =S
i ] U e FilisEE R B KirE
FHIE  ERE MR HEE  KEH LR
SEHIR W i yaplils Kedp
=ML HOE S IR 4 fAEE
SEGE WHET O KBERE FHE PRE NEEE
EEE B [HRE REE B [HRE
(AT 1 =Y PN 2 Rl FIRSE KHTE
IR #eesy B
EIRI b W EERETENIEREECF %
TR ERISEE R ARSI 2008/8/1 ~ 2008/11/30
FRIF IR s 3 (IBARR - $aFRE)
g P Rat 95(F EA 26,2675
FIGE  FRE KEIG
REAIR Vs BRI HRE KR
Kol RESR Rl HTIR Ei e
BRI BT
M B 1 SFERFIBESMAZEIFE WBE ®ES Bk
2008/8/1 ~ 2008/11/30 A Mgk aEis
(IBRRE - HFREE) FEE W el
pigned HRTR
JLifEiE AR FEHE G RS
BT bz EiiEJN]oN YN
/AL A e %AEIE FUESIS FOUSE
REE kT EBHHA MR B AR
AR WS MAENE HATF e HH Bt
HEHE EREE RESE F-3Em ARG
AR fEHARE VEAT I TR ik BT AR
BN FOl T3 8 BORE
AN BEETF HEH EOE A U S SR
MAENNE A R BB RFEd TR
T-3E RIS Vel KFep
TR AFHER IR 4fEd fEE
T3 BOEAE BBE B W
Wikl wfEse e RIFE FHRE KIS
Wikl s BRI

)]

oW 5

200849A1H~ 2008F12A31H%T

9H6H

9 H24H
10 7H
1073191
11714H
11715H
11H26H
12H9H
121 18H
123 H
1273221

HEI0EDDBIZF T V7 7 2 AF 45V in KA

KA =7
PRS- PR Ak H 7T FRT NV
GNCLoaaFEFat G N CHREHIT
DRBHLOHLTIIZ SIFA | KA
Al AR KA B

WFB i SHLEE S A AR S

(EISES TE Sy

HHEEY 2 —K T )L
W7 T FART)V

IR & s FEETER AR
~ 190 BR% - TR Mtz R
EHBOTIERENESE HRE
Frr FVFA b HETCH SR AT B

A2y —Ay MICHREERZMELTVET,

SEICHENS DR U TREZIBET & 2 &IED,
BIREMDCHNZEWVCEEHTIT S EDTER
HUTHEDET, ERFICHOBCDOESHRZESET
BE{—RULTLWDORBZERTDIENDTIN I
NS IDRBZENULTVITSLIBHLIELE
BVET, BORWNE A EIMIBEWCREITNIL=E

BICFUET, EEES

AN —
===



20094 SOTOA > & —F T a) )
A s« i R o Wy BB - BRSO T RN

HEF - &3  200943H2H (B)  WEHFZS Y EFRFL
13:00~#% & (3F KoMH)
14 :30 ~ Wi [GATE] LWt& (3 F BoR)
FlakiE HE <v b FA5—EB (3F KoM)
17: 00~ B H &= (6F Nrt)

ﬂﬁfu’lﬁii TCL"\ ﬁ%o)%%o

Kl kol B O KR L E A
2,500km #iH OFrl .

A TRUE STORY

GARE,

WK : =T A S o—

[GATE]

B XYbh-TA45—
BIN—TA =2 ED
BARESFL—3ay  RIEEALF
FER  [GATE]

EE B}

IRESEXFRBEEXINAIL - T h=37

B, 2500km 1T % ¥ 2 fEfai b D%
TA) ANFIRE 2D DAL

HOBMFI & 5 RO B
NPT 2 2 72 b 6 DT~ D3 1%

Bialzbi ITHOBMTH 2 M) =74 —F 4 b~

Wl EDII L THYEF D H--

WHEE 7 I7 T T AT «INVICBIT B EBED—BID =

#EE (GND Fund) Y b - T4 5—KICHFEINF U,
BEDEEIE. TORDHKRFCI,

Ny b TAS—KIF. BE [GATE] DEETHHDEI,

SH2HICFESNTVSFEERICHNTIE, BRE_EBREEBIT,

FHIDA Y T—I7%Z CHEEVCIESFETT,

BREIDFMICDEE b‘C(at SZIRFH 385 P21 BLUBHDE
ANF S CBELEE

EMREFSUICERERICIEF—RDOESTOSMBEDLNZUE
T DEXULCIF. EROHBE L. EHOESICSMEBD SRR
EAHZEEEAD LETRELSEE L,

~




	soto39_01.pdf
	soto39-02.pdf
	soto39_03.pdf

