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Winston L. King : Zen and the Way of the Sword: Arming the Samurai Psyche  before purchasing it in order to 
gage whether or not it would be worth my time, and all praised Zen and the Way of the Sword: Arming the Samurai 
Psyche: 

14 of 20 people found the following review helpful. This ones for the scholar, not the seeker...By NevermindmeWhile 
an incredibly intelligent work, Zen and the way of the sword is a book of primarily scholarly merit. In that regard it is 
a masterpiece. For the seeker, however, it's a rather dry read with only a thin smattering of real spiritual value. Get this 
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one if you want to understand the development of Japan's collective consciousness. -Look elsewhere for spiritual 
importance.0 of 3 people found the following review helpful. Informative and directBy Customer 126Bought this book 
to use for research for my college class. I don't regret getting this! It provided everything I needed for a good report.4 
of 4 people found the following review helpful. An excellent history of the samurai and bushidoBy Geoff 
JohnsonKing's book is an excellent history of seven centuries of "bushido, the way of the warrior", and the samurai 
warrior class, under the military government of the shoguns, from the arrival of Zen in Japan in 1191, to World War II 
and today.His Introduction begins, "This book seeks to describe and understand what Zen Buddhism has done to and 
for Japanese warriors, both medieval and modern." And he quotes that, "One who is a samurai must before all things 
keep constantly in mind ... the fact that he has to die. That is his chief business."A samurai took pride in his fearless 
dedication to his duty to die for his daimyo (lord) and clan -- even to committing seppuku, the ritual suicide by 
disembowelment. But he would not throw his life away needlessly. In a battle or swordfight, he fought to win, relying 
on his training, practice, experience, and force of will.So what did Zen do for the Japanese warrior? It reinforced the 
samurai's readiness and disregard for death, by teaching him to live in the here-and-now experience of every present 
moment of everyday life. For example:A popular Zen story relates that pursued by a tiger, a Zen master clutched at a 
vine, and hung over the edge of a cliff. A second tiger was on a ledge below him; and mice were gnawing at the vine. 
In a cranny just in front of him, he saw a wild strawberry plant, with one large ripe fruit. Hanging on with one hand, he 
plucked the berry, and popped it into his mouth. How sweet it tasted!Similarly, Zen taught the samurai to to fight 
without any thought of winning or losing, life or death, trusting in his lifelong training in, and constant practice of, the 
martial arts. Were he to pause for even an instant, to consider what his next move should be, he would surely die; 
whereas even an inferior swordsman who was fearless and resolute might defeat his opponent.Thus in his Postscript, 
King describes the impact of Zen on the Japanese character, as "the trust in the intuitive over the rational, the visceral 
over the cerebral, and the instinctive over the 'Western' ethical norm."Reading Zen and the Way of the Sword will not 
make you a Zen master, or an expert swordsman. But it will teach you a great deal about Japan's samurai class, in war 
and peace -- and you may absorb a bit of Zen in the process.

Zen--serene, contemplative, a discipline of meditation associated with painting, rock gardens, and flower arranging--
seems an odd ingredient in the martial psyche of the Japanese samurai. "One who is a samurai must before all things 
keep constantly in mind...the fact that he has to die," wrote a seventeenth-century warrior. "That is his chief business." 
But the demands of that "business," writes Winston King, found the perfect philosophical match in the teachings of 
Zen Buddhism. In Zen and the Way of the Sword, King offers a fascinating look into the mind of the samurai 
swordsman in a far-reaching account of the role of Zen in the thought, culture, and the martial arts of Japan's soldier 
elite. An esteemed scholar of Eastern religions, King deftly traces the development of Zen and discusses the personal 
nature of its practice, its emphasis on individual discovery and attainment. He then presents an accomplished capsule 
history of the samurai class, from its rise in the middle ages to formal abolition in the nineteenth century--an account 
filled with details of wars, political maneuvering, and cultural achievements. King also looks at the arms and vocation 
of the individual samurai, placing the details of armor and weapons in the context of the samurai conception of 
warfare. In particular, King focuses on the sword--the soul of the samurai, as it was called--describing how it was 
forged, the honor given famous swordsmiths, the rise of schools of swordsmanship, and breathtaking feats of the great 
swordsmen. Throughout, King shows how the samurai cultivated Zen, relating its teaching of a free and spontaneous 
mind to the experience of a warrior in individual combat, and finding philosophical strength in Zen as they prepared 
themselves for death. "What mind can penetrate his opponent's mind?" one authority has written. "It is a mind that has 
been trained and cultivated to the point of detachment with perfect freedom....His mind should reflect his opponent's 
mind like water reflecting the moon." In other words, a mind trained by Zen. King goes on to trace the role of Zen in 
samurai life through the peaceful eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, examining the absorption of Zen into World 
War II psychology and broader Japanese culture. Throughout, he provides a thoughtful perspective, both sympathetic 
and aware of the ethical problems inherent in a school of Buddhism turned to the needs of a military class. A 
scholarly, absorbing account, Zen and the Way of the Sword provides fascinating insight into the samurai ethos, and 
the culture of Japan today.

From Library JournalIn this engaging examination of the development of the Samurai and their relationship to Zen, 
King (Divinity Sch., Vanderbilt Univ.) covers a lot of ground. He discusses the martial arts, Zen history, Japanese 
cultural history, the art of sword making, and kamikaze pilots, among other topics, in terms of the thread of Japanese 
spirituality that runs through them all. He examines the influence of Zen on the warrior ethic and handles deftly the 
difficult issue regarding the alignment of nonviolent Buddhist philosophy with the training of warriors. In addition, 
King carries the discussion up to the present, drawing illustrations from World War II and current Japanese business 
practices to strengthen his contention that the way of the Samurai and Zen are inextricably woven into the fabric of 
Japanese behavior. Included is an excellent bibliography. Recommended for academic collections and those with a 
more than basic interest in Asian studies.- Mark Woodhouse, Elmira Coll. Lib., N.Y.Copyright 1993 Reed Business 



Information, Inc.From Kirkus sA superb analysis by King (Religion/Vanderbilt University), a renowned scholar of Far 
Eastern religions, of the curious marriage between Zen Buddhism and samurai fighting. The contradiction is glaring: 
Zen emphasizes tranquility and meditation, whereas the samurai code deals with bloodshed. How then did Zen become 
the religion of the Japanese warrior? King locates the roots of Zen in Taoism, whose influence led to a form of 
Buddhism that emphasized practicality, surprise, and irreverence. By the 13th century, Zen had been adopted by the 
Japanese ruling elite, and most Zen monasteries boasted their own large standing armies (this despite the Buddha's 
injunction against killing). Meanwhile, the samurai class rose to power under the aegis of the shogun, valuing absolute 
obedience, spartan self-control, and precision in killing--a perfect match for Zen's own emphasis on exactness and 
``visceral awareness.'' King expands at fascinating length on Zen/samurai swordsmanship, including the startling 
variety of sword strokes; details of how Japanese blacksmiths produce the incomparable samurai sword (the best in the 
world); and a cut-by-cut account of sepukku, or ritual suicide. As he points out, the Zen/samurai spirit still flourishes 
in Japan, finding recent manifestation both in the kamikaze attacks of WW II and in the authoritarianism of large 
corporations. In a controversial but persuasive argument, King suggests that D.T. Suzuki, the most famous interpreter 
of Zen to the West, sanitized the Zen/samurai connection and that Zen, because it rejects the scriptural and literary 
traditions of more mainstream Buddhism, lacks ``intrinsic ethical quality'' and thus can be adapted to fit any 
orientation- -whether for peace or war. Daring and stylish--a true Zen/samurai stroke of religious scholarship. 
(Illustrations) -- Copyright 1993, Kirkus Associates, LP. All rights reserved. "It is written in highly accessible 
language, with copious illustrations of swordmaking techniques, fighting styles, and core values....This is a book that 
should definitely be on the shelf of any scholar interested in East Asian religion and culture."--Journal of Buddhist 
Ethics"This work examines afresh the connection between zen thought and warrior discipline--both of which are 
distinctive of Japanese tradition."--James F. Lewis, Wheaton College"A superb analysis by King, a renowned scholar 
of Far Eastern religions, of the curious marriage between Zen Buddhism and samurai fighting....Daring and stylish--a 
true Zen/samurai stroke of religious scholarship."--Kirkus s"Informative and balanced. Gently suggestive of legitimate 
critical questions throughout yet sympathetic. Good for college courses on Japan or Zen."--Douglas A. Fox, Colorado 
College 


