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The Metaphysical Can Opener

Frederik Schodt

 

I first met Mori Masahiro in the spring of 1986,
when interviewing scientists for my book Inside
the Robot Kingdom: Japan, Mechatronics, and
the  Coming  Robotopia.  Mori’s  focus  was  on
robots and Buddhism, which seemed a novel
combination to me at the time.

In researching robots Mori had found that he
had to understand not only the human body’s
individual  parts and their  functions but their
relationship to the entire human body and the
universe  in  which  it  exists.  And  this  had
brought him to Buddhism, which teaches that
the  Buddha-nature  is  in  all  things  (not  just
sentient beings) and is where, according to his
interpretation,  parts  of  whole  systems  are
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  i n d e p e n d e n t  a n d
connected—that a universe and the source of
all  truth  can  exist  in  the  single  petal  of  a
flower. Only a few years earlier, a book of his
essays had been translated and published in
English  with  the  provocative  title  of  The
Buddha  in  the  Robot:  A  Robot  Engineer’s
Thoughts on Science and Religion. 

Mori, a ninety-two-year-old with a razor-sharp
mind at the time of this writing, is a long-time
student of Buddhism—especially the Rinzai sect
of  Zen  Buddhism,  which  delights  in  shaking
rigid human minds with riddles and paradoxes,
thus allowing new truths to emerge and lead us
to enlightenment. In a more immediate sense,
Mori’s main goal in using Buddhism has been
to stimulate creative thinking, to get people to
think “outside of the box.” It is, he might say, a
type of “applied Buddhism.” 

Always  smiling,  in  the  course  of  our  1986
interview,  he  pul led  out  an  ordinary

permanent-ink magic marker and lit it with a
lighter, whereupon he announced with delight,
“See? It’s not a marker, it’s really a lamp!” It
was  only  one  of  many  intellectual  tricks  he
played with ordinary objects in his office to try
to get me to perceive things differently. More
provocatively,  he  stated  that  “to  learn  the
Buddhist way is to perceive oneself as a robot”
and that, conversely, “to learn the robot is to
learn Buddhism.” Paraphrasing the thirteenth-
century Sōtō Zen master Dōgen, he noted, “To
learn  the  Buddhist  way  is  to  learn  about
oneself.  To  learn  about  oneself  is  to  forget
oneself. To forget oneself is to perceive oneself
as all things. To realize this is to cast off the
body and mind of self and others.” 

As Mori  writes in The Buddha in the Robot,
“ignorance is seen in Buddhist philosophy as
the fundamental cause of all evil.”1 Comparing
humans to machines, he notes that humans are
so complicated compared to other animals that
not all  their parts are synchronized properly.
Therefore, he writes, using two Sanskrit terms
directly  transliterated  (not  translated)  in
Xuanzang’s  version  of  the  Heart  Sutra,  

If  all  human beings were running on all
thousand wheels, the possibilities for the
future would be infinite. The wisdom that
we  would  have  then  would  be  what  is
spoken  of  in  Buddhism  as  prajñā.  We
w o u l d  h a v e  t h a t  u n s u r p a s s e d
enlightenment known as anuttarā-samyak-
saṃbodhi.2

The year after I  met him, Mori assumed the
chairmanship of the Robotics Society of Japan
and wrote to the members, emphasizing what
are arguably the most important four Chinese
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characters  in  the  entire  Heart  Sutra—色即是
空: 

In  Eastern  philosophy  we  often  use  the
famous phrase “form is indeed emptiness;
emptiness  is  indeed  form.”  Yet  form  is
created  from  emptiness....  A  robot  has
form ... but it is also infinite. The robot’s
shape, the work it does, and the ways in
which the robot is applied are all infinite,
just  as life itself  is  infinite.  Our Eastern
philosophy is hinting to us that if we refine
our insights and creativity, we can create
limitless robots that are both interesting
and useful. In other words, robot research
and production can become a far greater
source of spiritual enjoyment.3

Around the same time that I interviewed Mori, I
also visited a “think tank” that he had founded
in 1970. It was designed to promote creative
thinking  and  came  to  be  called  the  Jizai
Institute…. It was only then, Mori says, that he
became  intensely  interested  in  Buddhism
and—while  himself  not  a  priest—eventually
became  a  much  sought-after  lecturer  and
writer on the subject. 

The Heart  Sutra became my deep,  deep
connection to Buddhism. It may seem silly,
but when gargling in the morning, when
affixing  my  chop  to  documents,  when
driving the car and about to totally lose it,
I  would  start  chanting  kanjizai  bosatsu
gyōjin hannyaharamita. If the phone rang
when I was chanting the sutra at home, my
first-grade daughter would pick it up and
say,  “Papa’s  doing  that  “gyate  gyate”
[mantra] stuff right now so call back later,
okay?”4

Buddhism  aside,  Mori  may  be  most  famous
today for a concept he introduced in 1970. In a
provocative  essay titled “Bukimi  no tani,”  or
“The  Uncanny  Valley,”  he  questioned  the
wisdom  of  making  robots  too  lifelike  and
illustrated his theory with a rising graph that
has a sharp valley-like dip in the middle before

rising again. Going up what might be called the
“affinity”  curve,  as  machines  become  more
identifiably lifelike we feel closer to them, but
just  before  a  robot  becomes  a  near-perfect
replica of  man,  at  the stage of  wax dolls  or
android  machines,  the  level  of  familiarity
plunges and changes to a sense of the uncanny.
Mori is  cautioning future roboticists to avoid
having  their  designs  fall  into  this  “Uncanny
Valley” because humans will always feel closer
to a robot slightly different from man and a
little more “robot”-like.5

 

 

The Heart Sutra Robot

Thirty-three  years  after  meeting  Professor
Mori, I went to see a “Heart Sutra robot” at the
four-hundred-year-old Kōdai-ji temple complex
in  Kyoto,  part  of  the  Rinzai  sect  of  Zen
Buddhism. Mori had no connection to the robot
itself, but in several surprising ways it seemed
to  illustrate  his  theories.  At  the  temple,
Avalokiteśvara—known as Kannon, the Goddess
of Compassion, in Japan and the “narrator” in
the Heart Sutra—was displayed in an intimate-
sized hall on the sprawling temple grounds. As
a pamphlet said, 

Avalokiteśvara  is  the  Bodhisattva  of
compassion and salvation, and can change
into a variety of shapes for those seeking
help.  Today,  in  a  world  of  technological
development and increased psychological
and  material  well-being,  Avalokiteśvara
has  been  revealed  on  the  grounds  of
Kyoto’s  Kōdai-ji  temple  as  the  “Android
Kannon  MINDAR,”  for  the  many  people
who are still suffering.

….The Kōdai-ji MINDAR robot [was designed]
to be a modern Bodhisattva statue that can be
worshiped. And that is where Professor Mori’s
Uncanny Valley comes into play.
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When  I  visited  Kōdai-ji,  I  found  that  the
MINDAR robot’s head and hands were indeed
android in appearance, covered with a highly
realistic skin and looking entirely human. Yet in
a seeming concession to Mori’s theory of the
Uncanny  Valley,  the  robot’s  arms  and  chest
were skeletal, with servo motors and wires all
exposed. The lower torso was only represented
abstractly, as the robot is stationary and does
not move about the hall; it only moves its head,
face,  hands,  and  upper  torso  to  a  limited
extent. The head was hairless and the face—the
most  detailed  aspect  of  the  robot—had  eyes
that blinked and moved and seemed uncannily
real. But the aura the robot exuded was gender
fluid. As the woman who presented the “show”
noted, after cautioning everyone in the room to

turn off their cell phones, this gender neutral
look  was  appropriate,  as  the  robot  was
supposed  to  approximate  Avalokiteśvara,  a
Bodhisattva who can appear as male or female
(or  even  an  animal  or  something  inanimate)
depending on the viewer and who can travel
through time and space. 

After  a  short  introduction,  the  show started.
The robot’s hands moved about in the air, but
in a simplified way, in the sense that the fingers
were  not  articulated;  when  the  robot  put
his/her  hands  together,  as  if  in  prayer,  they
looked most realistic. The tone of speech was
pleasant,  and  natural,  with  only  a  slight
machine  quality  to  it.  Japanese  speech  is
normally highly gender-specific, but this voice
seemed gender-neutral, perhaps because, while
the robot head itself looked vaguely feminine, it
spoke  matter-of-factly,  like  a  Japanese  male.
Facial  expressions  and  movements  closely
corresponded  to  the  language  used.

The show lasted about twenty-five minutes. As
the robot spoke, images were projected on the
wall  behind,  showing  both  abstract,  cosmic
scenes, as well as realistic scenes from nature,
calligraphic  images  of  the  Xuanzang  Heart
Sutra  itself,  and  even  scenes  of  a  virtual
audience. Instead of merely reciting the Heart
Sutra, the robot focused on an explanation of
its  enigmatic  kū  or  “emptiness”  concept.  In
response,  members  of  the  virtual  human
audience projected on the wall—who struggled
to  understand  the  seeming  contradictions  of
“emptiness”—posed  probing  questions.  The
robot, in the role of a celestial Bodhisattva—in
this case a Kannon or god/dess of mercy—gave
explanations. No fancy AI or facial recognition
technologies were employed to react with the
real audience in the room. The robot was giving
a  repeatable,  programmable  sermon  on  the
Heart Sutra and, for any non-Japanese in the
audience, projection mapping provided English
and Chinese translations on the wall. 

There  were clearly  technological  and artistic
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challenges  in  creating  the  robot  and  its
installation (which reportedly cost the temple
nearly a million dollars). Not the least of these
was finessing the Uncanny Valley curve, made
extra-complicated because, while quasi-human
in form, as an amorphous deity and object of
worship this robot was not supposed to look too
human in the first place.

Writing the robot’s sermon may have been even
more difficult than designing the robot. At the
temple I met one of a team of three scenario
writers who worked on it, a Rinzai sect priest
named Honda Dōryū. He later told me that they
particularly struggled with two things. The first
was the sutra’s always-difficult but key concept
of “emptiness.” They had originally intended to
focus on that in a faithful, easy-to-understand
format,  but  this  did not  work because of  its
complexity and the fact  that  the compressed
sutra  itself  does  not  expressly  detail  the
benefits that a true understanding of emptiness
can create in believers. They therefore had the
android focus on how an understanding of the
sutra can bring about compassion. 

The second issue was how to justify using an
android robot for the sermon, since sermons
are  normally  given  by  human  priests.  The
solution was to have a dialog with the virtual
audience, led by the robot, that encouraged the
real audience to think about what it means to
be human and about  the difference between
robots  and  humans—to  think  about  what
humans have that robots don’t. One solution,
Honda says, was to concentrate on what is in
Japanese called bonnō (煩悩, from the Sanskrit
kleśa), the mental defilements such as greed,
hatred, delusion, and other destructive states
of  mind  that  cause  suffering,  for  which  we
humans seem to have an infinite capacity. As
he  put  it,  “By  understanding  the  concept  of
emptiness  we  can  empathize  with  others’
emotions and grow closer to them. We can wish
for  their  happiness,  and  as  a  result  we
ourselves can become happy.”6 
 

 

 

Frederik L. Schodt is an author and translator of impressive breadth. He has written
extensively on Japanese pop culture, technology, and history which earned him the
prestigious Order of the Rising Sun, Gold Rays with Rosette, by the Japanese emperor for his
contribution "to the introduction and promotion of Japanese contemporary popular culture in
the United States of America."

© 2020 Frederik L. Schodt. The publisher is Stone Bridge Press, Berkeley California, and
the link to their website is https://www.stonebridge.com/catalog-2020/My-Heart-Sutra.

 

Excerpted from Frederik L. Schodt, My Heart Sutra: A World in 260 Characters.

"This is not merely a book about the Heart Sutra. It’s about the stories that grew up around it,
its journey through human civilization like a self-replicating meme, a scrap of wisdom
whispering in temples, shopping malls, and movies."

— Jonathan Clements, author of A Brief History of China
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“A magical weaving of two stories of wonder: how the Heart Sutra arose from somewhat
fantastic origins and how its enigmatic teachings have served as a kind of moving goalpost
within the author, challenging, inspiring, and guiding him as his religious consciousness
unfolds.” 

— Mark L. Blum, professor of Buddhist Studies and Shinjo Ito distinguished chair in Japanese
Studies, University of California, Berkeley; editor of Cultivating Spirituality, Rennyo and the
Roots of Modern Japanese Buddhism, translator of The Nirvana Sutra, vol. 1
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