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Preface to the English Edition

The idea of writing a book about the leading ³gures of the Kyoto school
has been in the back of my mind longer than I care to remember. What kept
it from moving forward, more than anything else, was the expectation that
someone quali³ed would soon be taking the project up and perhaps even
asking for assistance. As expectations go, it was not unreasonable. There are
any number of people well suited to the task, and there were many others
like me willing to help out where we could. The years went on, and while
the amount of specialized and more narrowly focused research on the Kyoto
school increased, the challenge of producing a general overview went unan-
swered both in Japan and abroad. A number of circumstances then came
together that persuaded me to take the matter in hand myself. 

In 1999 we invited a young scholar from the Universitat Pompeu Fabra
in Barcelona, Raquel Bouso, to join us at the Nanzan Institute for Religion
and Culture in Nagoya, Japan, to complete her Spanish translation of
Nishitani Keiji’s Religion and Nothingness. She came accompanied by
Professors Amador Vega and Victoria Cirlot, and the four of us collaborated
for six intense weeks on the ³nal editing and revision of the work, which
was published later that year. I was subsequently offered a visiting profes-
sorship at Pompeu Fabra, and the staff of the Nanzan Institute encouraged
me to accept the position, offering to take over my duties for the year. A
generous grant from the Itõ Scholarship Foundation enabled me to pur-
chase the sizable collection of resource materials needed to undertake the
work away from Japan. This collection has since been donated in its entirety
to Pompeu Fabra, where it will be available to other scholars in Europe
interested in the Kyoto school.

So it happened that I came to Barcelona, where ideal working condi-
tions made it possible for me to complete the book you now have in your
hands. Despite the simple organization of the chapters, and the style in
which I have presented them, I have to admit that the work of condensing
the data and ideas often got the better of me. As I look back over the results,
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I can still see the tight pleats where pages of writing have been squeezed into
a single paragraph, and the seams where whole bolts of material have simply
been cut. For a general audience interested in twentieth-century Japanese
philosophy, it may be a tight ³t; for the more specialized reader already
familiar with the subject, I am afraid it may still be too loose.

At least part of the reason for the ambivalence is that the project was
tailored to my personal investment in the subject matter. From the outset, I
wanted to take the opportunity to sort out what I understood about the
Kyoto school from what I only thought I had. In reviewing the notes and
translations I had compiled over the years, I soon realized that there was a
lot less to lift from them—and indeed from my precious publications on the
subject—than I had anticipated. Too much of it was cavalier or misleading.
I also realized that there were large amounts of secondary literature that
deserved more careful attention, and fairer judgment, than I had given them
in the past. In any case, my main concern throughout the body of the text
was to make sense, to my own satisfaction, of the three major ³gures of the
Kyoto school, Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani. Wherever I could, I found
sense in their own explanations or in that of their principal commentators;
where I could not ³nd it, I made it. In the notes I have turned the lining
inside out to show not only the sources I consulted and my reactions to
many of them, but also the tangle of threads and loose ends hidden by the
abbreviated accounts and cleaner patterns I have labored to present on the
surface. 

I had thought at ³rst to wait for reactions to the original Spanish edi-
tion of the book before preparing an English translation, reckoning that
more criticism and a little distance would make for improving the text. On
further reµection, I realized that the most ef³cient course of action would be
to make the rendition while everything was still fresh in my mind.
Accordingly, there is very little here that differs from the original Spanish.

Questions of composition and technicalities aside, I remain as con-
vinced as ever that there is a wisdom to be discovered in philosophies of
nothingness like that of the Kyoto school. Like all awakening, it comes in
sparks, only to be swallowed up again in the ordinary conventionalities of
thought. It is when those sparks µicker closer together and for longer peri-
ods that the darkness of philosophical jargon begins to yield something of
its secret. My only excuse for inµicting a résumé so long and winding as this
one has turned out to be is the hope of communicating something of the
illumination these philosophers have brought me.

There are so many people to thank, I hardly know where to start. Ueda
Shizuteru and Horio Tsutomu were most unsel³sh in answering my many
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questions, usually in much more detail than I had asked for. Paul Swanson,
in addition to taking over the directorship of the Nanzan Institute, had to
put up with my incessant requests for books and articles. Ed Skrzypczak
read through the entire text with his usual devotion to detail. And ³nally,
there is that wide and sympathetic community of Kyoto-school scholars
around the world, without whose advice and resources at each step of the
way this book would be much the poorer. To all of them, my thanks.

James W. Heisig
Barcelona

1 October 2000
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Orientation





1 the kyoto school. The emergence of the Kyoto school
marks a watershed in intellectual history. Not only does this group of
philosophers represent Japan’s ³rst sustained and original contribution to
western philosophical thought, they do so from a distinctively eastern per-
spective. Far from simply reupholstering traditional philosophical questions
in an oriental décor, theirs is a disciplined and well-informed challenge to
the de³nition of the history of philosophy itself. The fact that the formative
years of this new current of thinking coincided with a period of intense
nationalism and militarism in Japan has tended to retard recognition of
their achievement both at home and abroad. A countercoincidence of
efforts on both sides over the last two decades puts us in a better position
today to reassess the Kyoto school and its place in the intellectual history of
this world. This book is an account of that reassessment.

The ³rst time the designation “Kyoto school” seems to have appeared in
print was in a 1932 newspaper article by Tosaka Jun entitled “The Philoso-
phy of the Kyoto School.” His reasons for using the term were two. First, he
wanted to draw attention to the fact that the pioneering work of the cele-
brated Nishida Kitarõ (1870–1945), who had retired from active teaching
some years previously and moved to Kamakura, was being advanced in new
and no less creative form by his principal disciple and Tosaka’s own teacher,
Tanabe Hajime (1885–1962), who had succeeded Nishida in the chair of phi-
losophy at Kyoto Imperial University. Without in any way belittling the
“Nishida school” devoted to “Nishida philosophy” (among whom he singles
out Miki Kiyoshi, another young thinker of Marxist leanings, as the bright-
est star on the horizon), Tosaka felt that these expressions did not do justice
to Tanabe or capture the whole of intellectual history in the making. In a
companion article he states his case still more strongly:

In blessing the emergence of the Kyoto school, I mean to say that if Tanabe
had not taken up the succession, Nishida philosophy would probably have
ended up merely as Nishida philosophy…. But now Nishida philosophy is
assured a transmission through the Kyoto school. 

His second reason was to exercise what he saw as his “moral duty” to voice a
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criticism of the approach to philosophy that Nishida had introduced and
Tanabe had followed:

Nishida’s philosophy, in a word, represents the most superb bourgeois philos-
ophy of ideas in our country if not in the world, …a fact that perhaps every-
one has already surmised.… Though it has been able to treat matters that
overstep the phenomenon of consciousness completely, it can only be called
a phenomenology in the highest degree.

Tosaka’s complaint was that in the attempt to undercut the polarity between
idealism and materialism, Nishida had sacri³ced historical consciousness to
his preoccupation with the interiority of self-awareness. This sacri³ce lay so
close to the core of his philosophical method that, when Tanabe tried to
³nd his own way beyond the polarity by introducing historical praxis and
social consciousness into the picture, in the end he, too, was unable to break
through the ³xation on individual consciousness:

We might say that Nishida provides the technology for the production of
ideas and Tanabe has given the logical method for their marketing.…
Nishida-Tanabe philosophy—the philosophy of the Kyoto school—looks to
have pretty well summed up the accounts of bourgeois philosophy in Japan.

The tone of Tosaka’s comment is respectful but ³rm in the conviction
that the best philosophy Japan had to offer lacked a clear view of the world
and was feeding on its own abstractions in the “hothouse” of academia. He
was not airing criticisms he had not already discussed in the circles of
Nishida’s and Tanabe’s disciples, and he assumed they were already well
known. But he felt it necessary to state publicly that to ignore or undervalue
the changes that were taking place in society would be the undoing of any
philosophical position, no matter how remarkable the genius of those who
upheld it. Despite his youth and beyond his own socialist sympathies,
Tosaka knew that there was more at stake than preference for one philo-
sophical method over another. In a few short years his ideas would cost him
his academic career and land him in prison, where, still a young man, he
would die for his convictions. As for his teachers Nishida and Tanabe, they
too were to learn the consequences of carrying their ideas into the turbulent
and irrational winds of a political system bent on exerting its military might
at all costs.

Exactly who ³rst coined the term Kyoto school or when it gained cur-
rency is hard to say. In all likelihood it emerged casually from the rather sub-
stantial circle of students and professors that had formed around Nishida
during his ³nal years at Kyoto and that had continued with Tanabe. By all
accounts it was a mixed group, perhaps two dozen in all, who came together
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in clusters for informal or semiformal discussions on a wide variety of sub-
jects. It was hardly a “school” in any ordinary sense of the term, but rather
the kind of spontaneous academic vitality that so often emerges around
great thinkers. As the pressures of a special police force set up to monitor
ideas dangerous to national unity increased by degrees from the middle to
late 1930s, the concentration of brilliant young minds in Kyoto naturally
came to draw more and more attention to itself.

Tosaka’s appellation had come at just the right time and quickly gained
currency in academic and political circles, both left and right. Though his
original intentions were quickly forgotten, the name remained. And the
more the name was used, the more it tended to µatten out the considerable
philosophical differences among those thought to belong to the school.
Once the imperial armies of Japan had started gallivanting around Asia,
everything changed. Many ideas that had once been right were left, and left
right. National and ethnic identity, the rejection of wholesale western-style
democracy and culture, the recovery of Asian roots, and so forth, were all
usurped by a scrappy set of ideas that advertised itself as a philosophy of
“the imperial way.” The Marxist left capitulated or remained silent. The old
right found their ideas taken over to fatten up the new imperial ideology
and its military ambitions. Later historians would look back on these events,
with the clearer standards of hindsight, to distinguish right, left, and center
wings in the Kyoto school on the basis of how they had responded to the sit-
uation politically.

Although checks on freedom of expression within state universities and
fear of reprisals dimmed the enthusiasm of many professors and students
for association with the Kyoto intellectuals, a small cluster of thinkers strug-
gled to keep the tradition alive. The most outstanding of these thinkers was
Nishitani Keiji (1900–1990), a student whom Nishida and Tanabe had rec-
ognized from early on as an exceptionally gifted mind, who would eventu-
ally go on to develop what he had inherited from his teachers into a philoso-
phy of his own. Less cautious than his teachers, Nishitani brought his
considerable learning and youthful idealism to bear on the political ideology
of the day, only to be swept along in currents much stronger than he had
been prepared for.

It is from these three ³gures—Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani—that the
Kyoto school radiates as a philosophical movement. Within that compass a
number of minor ³gures move in and out, depending on whether the focus
is strictly philosophical or ³xed on the relationship of the circle of Kyoto
University intellectuals to the military establishment of Japan during the
second world war. More important than the question of who else should be
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counted a member of the school and on what grounds is the question of
how much of that history has to be reconstructed in order to appreciate the
thinking of these central ³gures. This is still a matter of some debate. Those
who have made a career of the intellectual history of wartime Japan demand
more; those who have focused on the pure philosophy are satis³ed with less.

In the pages that follow I will try to strike a balance, but not without
³rst stating my conclusion: One has, deliberately or otherwise, to ignore the
greatest bulk of the writings of these thinkers to arrive at the conclusion that
anything approaching or supporting the imperialistic ideology of wartime
Japan belongs to the fundamental inspiration of their thought. Insofar as any of
them did willingly add support, it may be considered an aberration from their
own intellectual goals. 

In large measure the philosophical world of Japan seems to have struck
a balance of its own in recent years. By the 1970s the term Kyoto school had
virtually disappeared from the scene. But then, too, so had interest in the
philosophies of Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani, except for a small coterie of
former disciples and younger students, mainly centered in Kyoto. It is too
much to say that the political stigma had uprooted from its native soil
Japan’s ³rst important philosophical movement, but at least it had some
part to play in committing it prematurely to the museum of outdated ideas. 

A resurgence of interest in the Kyoto school was stimulated in part by
the interest of western philosophers and theologians, not by having worked
through their political record, but at least initially by simply ignoring it. As
more and more of the writings became available in translation, the intellec-
tual content was brought into clearer relief than it had among scholars of
Japan’s ideological history. This encouraged a renaissance of interest in
Japan. Although focus was originally on Nishida, recently the rediscovery of
Tanabe’s thought and the ³rst steps toward a comprehensive appreciation
of Nishitani’s work have emerged as well. Throughout the early years of the
restoration of Nishida and Tanabe to grace in contemporary Japanese phi-
losophy, Nishitani was still alive and his presence was a major factor. Not
only did he continue up to his last years to welcome visitors from abroad
interested in the Kyoto school, but he also continued to lecture around
Japan until well into his eighties. 

Time has a way of sifting out the incidentals of a philosophy, and in
most cases ends up in discarding entire philosophies from collective mem-
ory. What time has shown in the case of the Kyoto philosophers is that their
thinking offers a fruitful and still vital meeting place for philosophy and reli-
gion east and west. As for those intellectual historians who want to dismiss
this turn of events from a higher moral ground, the burden of proof that
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time has done a bad job of it, that those who read the philosophy are likely
to be infected with morally unacceptable ideas, rests with them. This bur-
den, it seems to me, has not been borne. On the contrary, the respectable
connotation that the name “Kyoto school” enjoys in the west has more or
less rubbed off on Japan as well, even if those closest to the center and more
conscious of the history, have preferred to speak of Nishida, Tanabe, and
Nishitani as creators of distinct but related philosophies. In any case, it is
around these three thinkers that I have organized this essay on the Kyoto
school.

2 japanese philosophy as world philosophy. In the
Kyoto school we have the makings of a school of thought able to stand
shoulder to shoulder with major schools and currents of philosophy in the
west. More than that, it is the ³rst philosophical current in Japan of which
this can be said. Nishida was the wellspring; of that there can be no ques-
tion. But, as Tosaka had recognized, Nishida’s work alone would not have
suf³ced to put Japanese thought on the map of world philosophy, even with
the help of ³rst-rate disciples. For that it needed the counterfoil of Tanabe’s
thought and the creative enlargements of Nishitani. It is no accident that the
translations of major works of Tanabe and Nishitani catapulted Nishida to a
position of prominence abroad that his own writings, already around in
translation for over four decades, had not attained for him.

The claim that a new dimension has been added to world philosophy
leads us through something of a fog before it clears into the radical declara-
tion that it is. In the broadest dictionary de³nition of the term philosophy,
the claim is empty. If virtually any more or less conscious myth or frame-
work of values can qualify as a philosophy, then new philosophies are com-
ing and going around the world all the time, and there is no reason Japan
should be any different. Narrowing the term down to refer to a more critical
body of thought dealing with ultimate questions, systematically recorded
and transmitted, one has to say that Japan has produced its share of such
philosophies since the time of the esoteric Buddhist thinker Kðkai in the
ninth century.

But if one understands philosophy in its stricter sense as the particular
intellectual tradition that began in Athens in the sixth century before the
common era, spread through the Greek and the Roman empires, took root
in the countries of Europe from the fourth century and in the Americas
from the seventeenth, then the claim of Japan’s participation takes on a dif-
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ferent sense. The line of thinkers from Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle to
Aquinas, Descartes, Kant, and James that western history refers to as philos-
ophy in the strict sense of the term has never been broken, spliced, enlarged,
or seriously challenged by Asian thought. Rudyard Kipling could never have
gotten away with the refrain that east is east and west is west had there been
an inclusive notion of philosophy that accepted as an essential ingredient
something of the immense intellectual heritage of India, China, Korea, and
Japan. It is one thing provisionally to extend the term philosophy to tradi-
tions of thought in those countries for purposes of comparison, but even
this very idea of comparative philosophy ends up con³rming the separation
and covertly supporting the assumption that the only world philosophy is
philosophy done in the western mold. This is the mold that Nishida, Tanabe,
and Nishitani have broken, though the consequences of that rupture have
only just begun to affect those engaged in classical western philosophy
around the world.

It is no more correct to speak of the Kyoto philosophers as representing
eastern philosophy than it is to speak of their use of Zen and Pure Land
Buddhism as representing Mah„y„na Buddhism. Let there be no mistake
about it: the Kyoto philosophers are eastern and they are Buddhist. But their
aim and context is neither eastern nor Buddhist. To see their non-Christian
and non-western elements as a kind of oriental spice to enliven certain
questions on the menu of western philosophy may be the simplest way to
open one’s mind to their writings and yet keep them at arm’s reach. It also
happens to be the way the vast majority of Japanese academics specializing
in philosophy have tried to make an original contribution to their ³eld
acceptable to the west. In this sense, resistance in Japan to a more encom-
passing notion of world philosophy has been every bit as strong as, if not
stronger than, it is in the west. The step of the Kyoto philosophers onto the
forum of world philosophy was by no means as welcome a move at home as
one might think.

For Nishida and his colleagues in the Kyoto school there was no way to
break through the assumption that the western philosophical tradition must
remain the primary domain of western culture except by actually working
on a different assumption. They realized that philosophy would always at
least be western philosophy, and for that reason held themselves responsible
for the same general critical awareness of that philosophy as their counter-
parts in Europe and the Americas. Their contribution would have to be not
at the expense of everything philosophy has been, but at its enhancement.

Though they would not have said anything so presumptuous on their
own, I have no hesitation in claiming that just as, for example, the way we
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read Aristotle and Descartes is different after Kant and Hegel, so our reading
of Aristotle and Descartes, Kant and Hegel, Heidegger and Nietzsche,
should be different after reading Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani. To the
extent that this is not the case regarding the authors with whose thought
they have struggled—and most certainly often it is not—it can be said that
the Kyoto philosophers have failed to live up to their goals. It is really as
simple as that. 

There is no single standpoint from which to assess the fruits of their
efforts fairly at one swipe. There is no denying the fact that their writings
have altered the place of western philosophy in Japan and of Japanese phi-
losophy in the west. On the one hand, they have had, and continue to have,
a considerable impact on those among Zen and Pure Land theoreticians,
few in numbers though they be, in search of a fresh self-understanding
grounded in a wider intellectual perspective. On the other, these thinkers
have made the way to eastern philosophy more accessible for a good many
westerners who are not yet prepared to think in terms of a world philosophy
incorporating east and west. But it is precisely because of their commitment
to the universal idiom of philosophy, and the success with which they car-
ried it out, that this can be said.

As for their place in the story of world philosophy, my own judgment is
that the best that the Kyoto philosophers have to offer sets them squarely on
a par with the best western philosophical minds of their time, and in the
Japanese context head and shoulders higher. As my critics remind me often
enough, I have little cause to applaud my own objectivity in the matter.
After all, this is a judgment that comes at the end of more than two decades
of dipping in and out of their works when I could have been reading other
things. On one conclusion, however, I stand ³rm. The philosophers of the
Kyoto school have given us a world philosophy, one that belongs as right-
fully to the inheritance as much as the western philosophies with which they
wrestled and from which they drew their inspiration. And, if I be permitted
the unkindness of stating what is already implicit in the foregoing, their
achievement completely eclipses the scholarly contribution that professional
Japanese philosophers specializing in western thinkers have made in the
twentieth century.

3 the background of western philosophy in japan.

Looked at from the broader perspective of the history of world philosophy,
the story of western philosophy in Japan divides into two with the career of
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Nishida. Looked at from within Japan, there is no such watershed, just
another landmark along the road. It is worth our while at least to have a
look at how western philosophy has been studied in Japan in order to
understand why this is so.

The image of the American ships anchoring in the harbors of Japan’s
capital city of Edo in 1854, determined to pry open the doors of a country
that had locked itself off from the world for over two and a half centuries, is
not quite accurate. One should think rather of a mother hen pecking at the
eggshell to help the chick who has already decided it wants to break out. The
Japanese had had enough. They had kept up just enough contact with the
outside world to know of the scienti³c and technological advances of
Europe, of the industrial revolution, and of the birth of statehood, and they
were anxious to gain access to this new world that had grown up during
their isolation.

Their naiveté, of course, left them in a position of weakness, which the
western economic and political powers were happy to exploit. The result
was that once Japan’s government had opened the front door, they found
themselves unable to control the pace of change, and that meant forfeiting
the leisure of reµecting upon what they wanted and what they did not. The
country was µooded not only with new products, foods, clothing, informa-
tion, and technology but also with the demand for social change that the
acceptance of these goods and services forced upon them. What looked to
the upholders of traditional Japanese values like an invasion looked to the
invaders like just another exercise of the free market. The patterns familiar
to Europe and the United States repeated themselves all over again as the
forces of industrialization galloped ahead, trampling anything that dared to
block the way.

From the start, a number of Japan’s more reµective intellectuals knew
that they were not equipped to process the whole sea-change that went
under the name of “modernization.” They saw that there was no immediate
way to compete with the obvious superiority of the goods and services being
imported from the west. But they also saw that at the end of this forced sus-
pension of judgment—or at least suspension of judgment with any execu-
tive power—the Japanese would have to take their destiny in their own
hands. The most pressing concern, then, was to prepare the way by securing
expertise for themselves in everything the west was pressing on them.
“Catch up, overtake!” went the slogan directed at the cooperation of the
populace at large.

While the structure of society had been overhauled along western mod-
els to serve the purpose, the structure of the government was also gradually
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transformed from a feudal system to something more or less along the lines
of a western nation with the imperial household at the center, at least in
name. As the leadership grew more con³dent, it spread its authority in two
very different if not contradictory directions made to look complementary.
On the one hand it guided the education system to preserve the traditional
values that had been the bulwark of social harmony. Even where these
reforms were well thought out, they were shadowed from the ³rst by propo-
nents of the dying feudal order who advocated a rejection of western-style
democracy and morals in favor of a doctrine of “Revere the emperor, expel
the barbarians!” On the other hand, the government was determined to
build itself up militarily to protect its prosperity. “Wealthy country, strong
army!” went the slogan aimed at justifying the appropriation of increasing
resources to achieve military parity with the outside world. 

All of these factors came into play within the space of a single genera-
tion, seeding the Japanese soul with the makings of a mass neurosis of pre-
occupation with its own identity. Thereon hangs the tale of the spiritual
environment that twentieth-century Japan inherited and whose symptoms
were to provoke not only social upheavals and ideological nationalism in
Japan but also to lay the foundations for its modern intellectual history.
This, in crude strokes, was the atmosphere in which the Kyoto school
philosophers lived and thought.

One of the ³rst steps the Japanese took to catch up with the west was to
translate its books—and translate they did, tens of thousands of books on
everything from classical literature to medical science. Along with this went
the dispatching of young scholars to leading academic centers of the west
where they could study the intellectual background of the modern world in
the languages of its guiding lights. This was the mood in which the ³rst of
the young Japanese, sixty-eight of them between 1862 and 1867, were sent
abroad to study and prepare the way for other students. 

Among the ³rst to leave was Nishi Amane, who was dispatched to Hol-
land to study law and economics but concentrated his attentions at Leiden
on philosophy instead. “In our country there is nothing that deserves to be
called philosophy,” he wrote home. Though the works he wrote in returning
home are only of historical interest today, it was he who is credited as the
³rst to bring western philosophy, as well as a Japanese word for it, to his
country. 

The wider history of ideas surrounding modernization and the adapta-
tion of western ideas is an extremely rich one, and it is somewhat arti³cial to
try to sort out where western philosophy belongs. It was certainly not the
primary concern of most Japanese intellectuals. Some there were, even
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among those who had studied abroad, that felt the entire move towards aca-
demic specialization on the one hand and the construction of general
philosophies on the other was an offence to the traditional Japanese idea of
learning.

In any case, as the understanding of western philosophy grew through-
out the last quarter of the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, it did
not µow naturally into the deep channels of indigenous thought. In place of
an already existing collective awareness of the distinction between universal
truth and vernacular representations of it, philosophy ran headlong into
classical Confucian ethics and sectarian religious doctrine. For half a century
it streamed broad and shallow over a terrain unprepared for its deeper cur-
rents, washing occasionally into the mainstream of Buddhist thought with
thinkers like Kiyozawa Manshi and Inoue Enryõ or into a systematic ethic
with the likes of Fukuzawa Yukichi. For the most part, however, it was seen
as no more than an object of curiosity, certainly not as practical as western
science or as instructive as western literature.

It was the genius of Nishida and his successors to have ³rst conducted
the philosophical tradition of the west into channels dug fresh and to the
measure of the modern Japanese mind. The more one understands this
story of philosophy’s birth in Japan, the more one understands that it did
not enjoy a normal childhood. It was denied the natural aging process that
produced western philosophy as we know it. Fully twenty-³ve centuries ear-
lier, the Greeks on the coast of Asia Minor, pressured by the advance of sur-
rounding civilizations, had sought to break free of the con³nes of a mythical
world-view and describe the world and its origins in natural, realistic terms.
Within a century there emerged metaphysical principles that crystallized the
critique of mythical anthropomorphism into conceptual terms, opening the
way to an objective study of nature. This confrontation between the world
of the gods beyond and the world of nature here below set an agenda to phi-
losophy that continues to inform vast areas of western culture. Indeed,
without it the history of free and critical thought that is the soul of philoso-
phy would not seem to make sense.

The Japanese entered philosophical tradition without that history,
standing on the shoulders of post-Kantian preoccupations with epistemol-
ogy, scienti³c methodology, and the overcoming of metaphysics. This
makes it all the more remarkable that the study of philosophy both ancient
and modern should have advanced so quickly to such high levels in Japan’s
institutions of higher learning, and that in less than two generations they
were to produce their ³rst original philosophical school. That the thinkers

12 Philosophers of Nothingness



of this school should have phrased the perennial questions of philosophy on
different assumptions is hardly to be wondered at. 

4 working assumptions of the kyoto philosophers.

One speaks of the Kyoto philosophers Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani as a
“school” not only because of their having shared chairs successively at the
same university, but because there are fundamental working assumptions
they share in common. The differences between the three will perhaps stand
out more clearly later if we ³rst lay out some of these assumptions.

In doing so, it should be noted that these assumptions they share are
not necessarily held by others in the wider reaches of the “school.” By the
same token, broadening the de³nition of the school would oblige us to add
other assumptions that were not primary for these three. Thus the elements
I will single out here have been extrapolated from the texts of their writings,
where not infrequently they work tacitly, and in any case are nowhere laid
out as neatly as they are here.

It should also be noted that the Kyoto philosophers approach western
thinking as a whole, not only all of philosophy but all of religion, science,
and literature as well. This gives them the freedom to leap across centuries
and across shifts of cultural, economic, and political modes of thought with
the ease we are more likely to associate with esoteric traditions than with
mainstream philosophical thinking. At least until recently, we should add,
this is the same way western philosophy—and indeed eastern thought
itself—has tended to treat the intellectual traditions of the Far East. Thus
the temptation to rush at once into comparing particular assumptions
below with ideas and currents in western intellectual history risks overlook-
ing the way in which the totality of the assumptions demarcates a distinct
point of view that is more than a mere sum of its parts. It is true that the
thinking of the Kyoto philosophers feeds well into the critique of the tran-
scendental subject and the return to the primacy of experience that has
marked twentieth-century philosophy in the west’s shift from the nine-
teenth, and in that sense is more easily understandable. But such points of
contact should not obscure the fact that there is nothing in western philoso-
phy that approaches the particular constellation of their thinking. As I will
try to show, the assumptions, while not articulated theoretically, do inter-
lace one with the other.

To begin with, there is an important assumption that is not shared with
western philosophy as a whole: the clear delineation between philosophy
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and religion. The point is as critical as it is dif³cult to summarize. I begin
with a statement of Takeuchi Yoshinori, the leading disciple of Tanabe,
regarding the overcoming of the distinction in reference to Buddhist
thought:

The life of religion includes philosophical thought as its counterpart, a sort of
centrifugal force to its own centripetal tendencies. Strictly speaking,
Buddhism has nothing like what Saint Paul refers to as the “folly of the
cross.” This … has led it in a different direction from western philosophy
and religion.… Philosophy has served Buddhism as an inner principle of reli-
gion, not as an outside critic…. That is to say, philosophy in Buddhism is not
speculation or metaphysical contemplation, but rather a metanoia of think-
ing, a conversion within reµective thought that signals a return to the
authentic self—the no-self of an„tman.… It is a philosophy that transcends
and overcomes the presuppositions of metaphysics.… But how is one to
explain this way of doing religious philosophy and reconstruct it in terms
suitable to the present world when the very idea of philosophy and meta-
physics has been usurped by western models?

For the Kyoto philosophers, thinking either transforms the way we look
at the things of life or it is not thinking in the fullest sense of the word.
Whether current academic habits distinguish certain modes of thought as
religious to distinguish them from the purely philosophical is beside the
point. Thinking is, after all, seeing, and seeing clearly is the ful³llment of
thinking. It is the transformation of awareness of the things of life that
erases the need for the distinction between philosophy and religion as dis-
tinct modes of thought.

No matter what philosophical problem the Kyoto philosphers come to
tackle, in the end it is this “passion for inwardness,” as Takeuchi calls it, that
wins the day. This is not to deny a level at which the differences between the
demands of logic and the attention to the historical texts of philosophy on
the one hand, and the rituals, practices, and traditions of religion on the
other come into play. But for these thinkers it is the transformation of
awareness that justi³es speci³c doctrinal and historical traditions, not the
other way around. Hence, insofar as “philosophy” and “religion” refer to
modes of thought, the terms have nothing to lose and everything to gain by
mutual entailment.

Corollary to this is the absence of a presumed antagonism between reli-
gion and philosophy on the one hand and Japanese culture on the other.
This is a function of the fact that these philosophers understand culture here
much the same way they understand religion, namely, as something whose
essence can be talked about independently of the social institutions in which
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it is encased. Simply put, this essence is the comprehensive system of values
particular to a given social group and by extension the traditional arts
believed to embody those values. The wider sociological and anthropologi-
cal context of culture, which embraces the genesis, transmission, and trans-
formation of the social order of human relationships, work, commerce,
entertainment, political power, and so forth, is left out of the picture. As a
result of this dimming of the connections between culture and the social
order, the former is able to criticize the latter without itself becoming an
object of criticism, and the harmony between religion and culture goes
unquestioned.

This stands in marked difference to their treatment of western cul-
ture—including western culture imported into Japan—where traditional
cultural values and present social structures are generally seen together, as
they have been in western philosophy and religion at least since the Enlight-
enment. As a result, the tendency of the Kyoto philosophers to distance reli-
gious consciousness from social conscience, a tendency it shares with much
of Japanese Buddhism, has helped to stiµe the emergence of overriding
principles critical of Japanese culture at the same time as they are free to call
on their own traditional ascetic and moral values to abet critiques of west-
ern culture and society.

At the risk of getting ahead of ourselves, we may note here, that the
“authentic self” to which Takeuchi alludes as the goal of religion-philosophy
enterprise is less a confession of faith in a fundamental Buddhist teaching of
“no-self” than it is a metaphor of their concern with clarity of thought and
the transformation of consciousness. The coincidence of terminology is not
to be taken lightly, since it does point to a reinterpretation of a classical idea,
but neither should it be made to bear the full weight of tradition surround-
ing the idea of an„tman. 

In this same connection, the Kyoto philosophers have assiduously
avoided all reference to psychoanalytical theory, or to any connection
between no-self and abnormal or paranormal psychic states. Given the
impact the idea of the unconscious mind has had on western philosophy
and symbolic theory at the time they were writing, one can only consider
this decision to have been a deliberate one, though their motivations are
simply not clear from the texts we have at hand. Let me suggest part of the
reason.

Japan’s intellectual history, like Chinese Buddhism on which it depended
so heavily, has lacked the kind of symbolic theory that was essential to the
west. As I noted earlier, Japanese concern with philosophical questions did
not in any important sense initiate from attempts to demythify the cosmos
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or to separate the literally true from what is only symbolically true. To put it
bluntly, in matters of philosophy and religion everything has a double-
meaning. To focus on the layers of meaning or metaphoric distortion
worked by the particular history of particular psyches—the psychological
analysis of mind—is not unimportant, but it ignores the larger question of
whether what psychology determines to be the normal, healthy mind is any
better suited to see through the self-will and self-attachment that eclipse
awareness of reality as it is. In a word, they come at the question from the
opposite end: rather than focus on the µaws particular to each individual’s
private perception of the world, they seek a way through the general µaws
that are our common fate as humans. Conversely, by seeing all perception
as symbolic, even the perceptions we imagine to be most mechanically reli-
able and therefore completely literal, they draw attention away from know-
ing the world with the aim of better manipulating it towards awakening to
the world as it is without the interference of utility or other preconceptions.

The omission of discussions of literal truth-claims necessarily entails
omission of the entire tradition of logical positivism and analytical philoso-
phy from questions of the transformation of consciousness. Here again, one
searches the works of the Kyoto philosophers in vain for a justi³cation.
When it comes to the question of the existence of God, their suspensions of
judgment can be particularly vexing. The fact is, all three of these philoso-
phers speak regularly of God, not only in reference to the idea as it appears
in western philosophy and theology, but apparently simply of God. Clearly
there is no question of any of them confessing belief in a divine being or
beings in the sense in which those terms are normally used, let alone of the
God of the Judaeo-Christian tradition. But neither are they simply referring
to the God image as it functions in religion or history. No attempt is made
to qualify the term as a symbol of ultimate reality or as a metaphysical prin-
ciple; nothing is said of an objective ontological reality or a subjective
³ction. This is one of the most disconcerting aspects of the Kyoto philoso-
phy, but also one of the most signi³cant. In the same way that the concept
of the no-self functions as a metaphor for the pursuit of a state of complete
awareness, the idea of God appears to serve as a kind of metaphor for the
essential oneness of the experience of awareness with reality just as it is, a
service it performs precisely as an idea or image functioning in the minds of
those who believe in God.

It seems we have drifted away from more or less clear assumptions to a
kind of apophatic preference for experiencing without the interference of
logical criticism or religious doctrine. This, I mean to argue, is precisely the
drift that one meets in the writings of the Kyoto philosophers. If this is
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indeed the case, then it would seem as if Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani
have exempted themselves from some of the most serious questions of the
history of philosophy, and to have justi³ed the exemption on grounds that
can only be called religious. It almost looks as if they get the best of both
worlds—to claim that they are being religiously Buddhist when a philo-
sophical criticism hits close to the core, and that they are being philosophi-
cally western when a serious objection arises from the Buddhist side. On the
whole, I ³nd this objection applies more often to their commentators than
it does to the three philosophers themselves. In any case, it is the inevitable
risk that comes from straddling worlds the way they do. 

If the only measure of whether the work of the Kyoto school can be
called a philosophy is what they themselves de³ne philosophy to be, then we
are caught in a simple tautology. The only other justi³cation of their
achievement as philosophy is that the pursuit of the transformation of
awareness on which they have concentrated their efforts is in fact capable of
sustaining a self-consistent standpoint that can both enhance those areas of
perennial philosophy that touch on the same kind of question, and at the
same time revitalize the closed world of their own intellectual tradition
through the full weight of philosophical criticism. This is what remains to
be shown in the chapters that follow.

5 the matter of language. Absent from my account of
the working assumptions was any mention of the special quality that the
Japanese language brings to philosophy. It is time to address this question
brieµy before we go any further.

The introduction of philosophical vocabulary in Meiji Japan was a rather
haphazard affair. After the initial attempts of Nishi Amane, the ³rst com-
plete dictionary of philosophical terms was prepared under the direction of
Inoue Tetsujirõ in 1881. Revisions were made regularly as scholars began to
specialize in various currents of western thought, leading to the more reli-
able and comprehensive dictionaries that began to appear around the mid-
1950s. Aside from the vocabulary, philosophical writing also had to ³nd its
own style, different from the slavishly literal style of Japanese translations of
western works in the ³eld. The philosophical idiom was still a wet puddle of
clay on the potter’s wheel when Nishida began to write, and the samples of
³nished work ³lled no more than a short shelf. In creating an original phi-
losophy, he was also creating an original way of writing about it. To a lesser
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extent the same may be said of Tanabe and Nishitani, though the path that
Nishida had cleared left them on much surer ground from the start. 

Few questions about the Kyoto school µare up into debate so quickly in
Japan as that of language. One of the reasons is that, unlike a great deal of
Japanese literature and thought, their writings are almost more accessible to
the western philosophical reader in translation than they are to the average
Japanese reader in the original. Regarding the dif³culty of their Japanese
style, I will have more to say in the course of my treatment of each of the
three Kyoto philosophers. Here I wish only to deµate the idea that reading
them in translation is the major disadvantage that it is often made out to be
in philosophical circles. 

Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani themselves made no claim to a uniquely
Japanese mode of thought inaccessible to the outside world, and their trans-
lators do not constantly have to apologize to the foreign reader or stuff their
texts with footnotes to compensate for everything lost in the rendition to
occidental languages. On the contrary, their very reason for working in the
philosophical idiom—and adjusting their own language to accommodate
it—was that it was a universal idiom. It would have made no sense for them
to turn around and claim a particularity for their own Japanese nuances that
would have impeded that universality. That said, Japanese academics debat-
ing the thought of the Kyoto philosophers in the presence of non-Japanese
readers are sorely tempted to make an issue of linguistic impenetrability,
while in their absence they are freer to focus on the intellectual content as
such. It is a position grounded deeper in emotion than in fact. Still, some-
thing must be said of the matter to set it aside, if not once and for all, at least
from the concerns of this book.

The structure and literary background of the Japanese idiom represent
to the outside world, with the possible exception of China and Korea, a bar-
rier forbidding in the extreme. Aware of this fact, Japanese intellectuals have
for the better part of a hundred and twenty-³ve years assumed the obliga-
tion of facilitating communication with the wider world by studying the
languages of the west. Working against the enormous obstacles of a school-
ing system that can only be called dysfunctional insofar as language educa-
tion is concerned, they have by and large succeeded in meeting this obliga-
tion. From the other side, growing numbers of serious students of Japan in
the west have succeeded in familiarizing themselves suf³ciently with the
Japanese language to make contributions to the understanding of the litera-
ture and intellectual history which have earned the respect of the Japanese
themselves.

Still, the balance of responsibility for the intercourse tilts heavily in the
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direction of the Japanese contribution, a state of affairs that both sides have
come to expect as a matter of course. At the time Nishida and Tanabe were
composing their philosophies, the idea would not even have crossed their
minds of inviting students of philosophy from the west to study alongside
their Japanese counterparts, let alone to participate in formal discussions in
Japanese. Instead, as was the pattern since the last decades of the nineteenth
century, they encouraged their own students to study abroad under the
leading philosophers of Europe and to familiarize themselves with French or
German, the philosophical languages of preference of the day. Nishida him-
self never left Japan, but he sent Tanabe to study in Germany. Nishitani
would later follow suit. Tanabe prepared at least one talk in German for a
seminar with Husserl during his time in Europe. Neither Nishida nor
Tanabe ever became very µuent in a foreign tongue. Nishitani, whose facil-
ity with spoken German was better, traveled abroad in the 1960s, addressing
audiences in Europe and the United States.

Only after Nishitani’s retirement from active teaching in 1963 did the
picture begin to change. Trained philosophers and theologians from Europe
were studying at Kyoto University under Tanabe’s disciple Takeuchi, and
they regularly held discussions with Nishitani in Japanese. Translators had
begun to commit their skills to rendering the principal works of the Kyoto
school thinkers into English and German.

Even though the Kyoto philosophers thought of themselves as partici-
pating in the western philosophical tradition, there is no evidence that they
ever gave any thought to their works being translated or even accessible to a
western audience. This is not to say that they were writing simply with a
Japanese audience in mind when they wrote their philosophies proper.
Rather, all three seemed to be conscious of the fact that they were forging a
new language, in some ways as unfamiliar to the Japanese as it would have
been to the westerner in Japanese. None of them wrote the kind of Japanese
that de³es translation or demands heavy annotation because of its depend-
ence on literary allusion or indirect reference to eastern classical texts. Cita-
tions of indigenous poetry are, of course, badly debilitated by translation
into any language, just as Chinese poetry often suffers in its Japanese rendi-
tions. But this is only rarely a problem in the case of their works. As for the
play of language, what we ³nd is no more than a normal dosage, nothing to
the extent we ³nd, for example, in Heidegger. Having compared the transla-
tions line by line with the originals in my seminars of Also sprach Zarathus-
tra and Varieties of Religious Experience, I am convinced that my Japanese
students who have to content themselves with reading Nietzsche and James
in translation lose far more than the westerner who has to read Nishida’s A

orientation     19



Study of the Good or Nishitani’s Religion and Nothingness in English. In gen-
eral, what there is of the esoteric or obscure in their writings is no less unfa-
miliar to the western reader today than it was to the ordinary Japanese
reader of western philosophy at the time the works were written.

The lack of background in the intellectual tradition of the east is not,
therefore, a major obstacle to understanding the rather peculiar language of
the Kyoto philosophers. Of the three, Nishida is clearly the least indebted to
eastern sources, and Nishitani the most. But the advance of scholarship on
eastern philosophy was not their concern. On the contrary, in not a few
cases their readings of classical texts, including Buddhist materials, can even
appear arbitrary to those of a more philological or text-critical bent.

In short, the reader of the works of Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani has
no need to dread the mystique of the inscrutable oriental mind camouµaged
in the complex ambiguities of an oriental idiom. If anything, this is remark-
ably less of a problem with the Kyoto philosophers than it is for the reader of
popular Japanese novels. Reliable translations can be approached in the
con³dence that nothing essential has been forfeited in the rendering. With
proper scholarly attention, they can also be criticized for unnecessary ambi-
guity without fear that a greater familiarity with Japanese would clear up the
confusion. None of them was a great stylist in the tradition of James, Berg-
son, or Nietzsche. All three were capable of writing badly and the faithful
translator has to accept that fact.

I realize so bald and apodictic a statement may chafe the sensitivities of
those Japanese who are convinced that certain of the writings of these
thinkers possess a literary quality that makes them inaccessible to the non-
Japanese. After long discussions on this matter with those who know the
material much more thoroughly than I, I still have no concrete evidence to
persuade me otherwise. On the contrary, I remain more convinced than
ever that for the goal of the Kyoto philosophers—a grafting of Japanese
thought on world philosophy—to be ful³lled, they must be read in transla-
tion (not only in the original), and their special vocabulary must be allowed
to ³nd a place alongside those of the philosophical giants of the west. True,
they have suffered from translations so literal that they are almost meaning-
less, which is bad enough in any language but redoubled when it comes to
putting Japanese into European languages. Still, there is nothing in principle
to inhibit good translation of their work.

At the same time, I lay my hand across my mouth when it comes to
assessing the views of those Japanese literary critics who have berated the
Kyoto philosophers over the years for defacing the natural beauty of their
native language in the name of philosophy. I will repeat some of the criti-
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cisms in the course of this book, aware that I lack the ³nesse to do much
more than that. The main thing is to recognize that the philosophical styles
of Nishida and Tanabe and Nishitani—as different from one another as
Kant is from Hegel, and Hegel from Schopenhauer—are very much part of
their thought and present as much a special challenge as the ideas they are
communicating. This, too, will become clear in the chapters that follow.

6 the study of the kyoto school in the west. The
study of Kyoto school philosophy in the west has developed in two direc-
tions at more or less the same time. On the one hand, it has been studied as
a chapter in the history of ideas; on the other, some ³rst steps have been
taken to appropriate those ideas into the mainstream of western thinking.
In general it can be said that in philosophical circles the former by far out-
paces the latter, while in the theological it is the other way around. These are
questions that need critical attention in their own right. I content myself
with the observation that the numbers of those possessed of both the lin-
guistic skills to read the mass of material not available in translation and the
broad background in the history of philosophy needed to appraise it are
increasing, and bodes well for the future of both directions.

The ³rst serious attempts by western scholars to approach the thought
of the Kyoto school were concentrated on the work of Nishida. Husserl,
Heidegger, and Rickert had already heard of Nishida through Tanabe and
Nishitani, both of whom had studied in Germany, but did not seem to take
him very seriously or to have encouraged their students to do so. In 1940
Robert Schinzinger wrote a German essay for a foreign journal published by
Sophia University in Tokyo, Monumenta Nipponica, introducing Nishida’s
thought. He followed three years later with a volume of translations of
Nishida’s essays, which attracted the attention of others in the German-
speaking world.

The ³rst works of the Kyoto philosophers in English began to appear
shortly after the end of the war. UNESCO had funded translations of lead-
ing contemporary Japanese thinkers, among them D. T. Suzuki, Watsuji
Tetsurõ, Nishida, and Tanabe. Unfortunately, most of these books were
published through a local bookseller and had little readership in Japan and
almost no distribution outside of the country. These were followed by other
translations in the 1960s, mostly scattered in specialized journals or buried
at the end of unpublished dissertations. Many of the ³rst translations were
rough and unfaithful, not so much to the surface meaning of the Japanese
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text as to the philosophical background and sources. Not surprisingly, the
main attention they attracted was that of western students of philosophy liv-
ing in Japan who were anxious to put their hands on whatever they could in
their own ³eld. Japanese who had studied abroad also tried their hand at
translation into foreign languages, though the results were often unreadable
and passed by unnoticed, if indeed they were published at all. In any event,
the cumulative effect of these early efforts was to prompt more and better
translations.

In 1965 Nishitani took over as chief editor of The Eastern Buddhist, a
journal published by Õtani University in Kyoto for which D. T. Suzuki had
served as editor during its formative years. From that time until 1999 the
journal regularly published translations of and articles about the thought of
Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani. The high quality of the journal and its
philosophical sophistication earned it a respectable readership abroad and
served as a major resource for those interested in the Kyoto school and Bud-
dhist philosophy in general. 

By the 1970s, young Japanese studying abroad were introducing their
foreign professors to the Kyoto school philosophers by summarizing their
thinking or attempting comparative studies. About the same time, a journal
entitled Philosophical Studies of Japan was begun, also with the aid of a grant
from UNESCO. Although it was a crude production with a limited distribu-
tion, it contained some important translations of works of Nishitani and
Tanabe. A small number of translations appeared in the 1980s in the pages
of Monumenta Nipponica and a monograph series connected with the jour-
nal published a book of Nishida’s in English translation already in 1970.
Although the journal itself enjoyed an international reputation, the mono-
graphs were not well distributed and the translation is still hard to come by. 

During the 1980s the Kyoto school can be said to have enjoyed its great-
est blossoming in the west, a story far too multifaceted to detail here. It is no
accident that it coincides with the concentrated decade of teaching that Abe
Masao, who studied with Tanabe and who is one of the most enthusiastic
proponents of the thought of Nishida and Nishitani, spent in the United
States. At the same time, the ascendancy of the Japanese economy and the
concerted efforts of the Japanese government to ³nance instruction in the
Japanese language at universities and centers around the world gave addi-
tional stimulus to young students interested in eastern philosophy to grap-
ple with the original texts of the Kyoto school.

In Japan, a series of international conferences known as the Kyoto Zen
Symposia were organized by Abbot Hirata Seikõ of Tenryð-ji temple in
Kyoto in collaboration with a team of local scholars headed by Nishitani.
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Each year, beginning in 1983, a group of scholars from Japan and from
abroad were gathered together to discuss contemporary issues in philosophy
and religion. The visible presence of Kyoto school philosophy continued in
these conferences after Nishitani’s death through the active participation of
Ueda Shizuteru, then professor of philosophy at Kyoto University and the
most distinguished of Japan’s interpreters of Nishida. In addition, deliberate
efforts were made to invite academics from Europe and the United States
who had distinguished themselves in the study of the Kyoto school. Of the
more than 160 papers presented throughout the ³fteen years that these sym-
posia were conducted, nearly a third of them were devoted explicitly to the
three thinkers being discussed in this book.

In 1980 the Nanzan Institute for Religion and Culture in Nagoya, Japan,
held the ³rst postwar conference in Japan with Nishitani and others associ-
ated with the Kyoto school, and that same year began publishing English
translations of and original works about the school. The brisk sales that
these books have enjoyed up to today and the adaptation of several of them
for graduate-school courses in the west was only one symbol of an increas-
ing sense of the importance of these philosophers. Translations into Ger-
man, French, Italian, and Spanish have been slower in coming and the
number of dedicated scholars fewer, but the pace has been steady and has
resulted in some of the best work available.

Overall it may be said that at present the general ideas of the Kyoto
school philosophers are in circulation in the western world and that many
of their key ideas have found their way into theological and philosophical
discourse. What is more important, a generation of young scholars and crit-
ics has arisen to meet these thinkers and to encourage their own students to
step on to the forum of ideas that Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani have
offered to contemporary philosophy. 

7arrangement of the material. The basic framework in
which the material of this essay has been laid out is a simple one: a separate
chapter devoted to the principal ideas of each of the three major ³gures of
the Kyoto school. The simplicity cloaks a number of choices against
approaches I reckoned misleading.

Given my aim of offering an overview of the distinctive perspective that
the Kyoto school brings on western philosophy, it seemed to me that draw-
ing out certain perennial questions of philosophy and tracing the respective
responses of the Kyoto philosophers to them would yield results more anec-
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dotal than systematic. Although there are any number of specialized studies
that do just that, the basic structure of Kyoto philosophy cannot be under-
stood as a commentary on given questions but only as a reframing of the
questions from a standpoint all their own.

Given the fact that the three do form a “school” and that this entails a
considerable overlap in approach, I made some ³rst attempts to arrange
their philosophies into a composite picture, which I thought would help
clarify the numerous threads of mutual inµuence not always apparent in
reading their works. It might also, I felt, present a chance to trace their role
in changes that took place in the general intellectual scene in Japan at the
time each of them was working. I quickly discovered that overlaps in vocab-
ulary and dominant concepts tended to blend important nuances of differ-
ence into a surface gloss that did not do justice either to the competing ide-
ological and philosophical ideas of the times or to the the respective
contributions each of the three made. Here again, there are scholars who
have worked on these questions piecemeal, but what was needed was a
clearer backdrop against which to locate these results.

In settling on separate accounts for Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani, I
began with a strict regime of tracing the development in the thought of each
of them. What I found was that the strict pursuit of such a plan would end
up in a volume at least half again as long as the one I intended to write. I
therefore slackened the framework to concentrate on each of their key ideas,
more or less in the order in which they appeared, but freely using later writ-
ings to interpret earlier ones without always drawing attention to the fact.
At the same time, in the case of ideas more or less shared in common I have
taken a fuller exposition in one of the chapters to permit abbreviated men-
tion in the others. Thus, for example, the idea of the “dialectic” that is most
developed in Tanabe’s thought is passed over more quickly in Nishida and
Nishitani, just as “true self” in the chapter on Nishitani and “self-aware-
ness” in that of Nishida are given shorter shrift in the others. The result is
that, contrary to appearances, none of the chapters stands independently on
its own, but each relies to some extent on the others.

The question of the political thought of the Kyoto school philosophers
required special treatment, since it is less the coincidence of ideas than the
coincidence of historical circumstances that had to be taken into account.
Rather than devote a special chapter to the matter, I have decided to present
different aspects of the picture in connection with each of the three philoso-
phers. Accordingly, the general background of Japan is given more attention
in connection with Nishida, the critical response to Kyoto school political
ideas in the chapter on Tanabe, and the content of political philosophy
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more in that on Nishitani. While the fuller picture is somewhat bleared in
each case by the scatter, I trust that taken together the relevant sections will
give some weight to my conclusions on the matter. 

The footprints of the texts and many scholars I have followed in com-
posing these pages have all been moved to the notes, where those interested
in tracking their way back to the sources should ³nd ample documentation.
Only those Sino-Japanese glyphs whose absence would leave some confu-
sion have been given in the notes. Wherever possible, I refer the reader to
existing translations of works of the Kyoto philosophers. For the sake of
accuracy and consistency, many of the translations have had to be recast. To
have noted the changes in each case seemed to me superµuous.

The concluding bibliography aims to be complete only in one respect: it
includes all published translations into western languages of the written
works of Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani that have come to my attention.
Otherwise, it contains only those works related to the Kyoto school and its
general intellectual background cited in the text and notes, as well as some
supplementary material. A comprehensive bibliography on the Kyoto school
remains to be done. It was with some regret, and only at the eleventh hour
when I realized that the list I had compiled had grown out of all proportion
to the rest of the book, that I eliminated about one-half of the Japanese and
one-third of the western entries. Even had I left them in, the list would only
reµect what I have kept track of over the years and could hardly have
claimed to be exhaustive.

There is one glaring omission in these pages that I must acknowledge
from the start. The Kyoto philosophers regularly draw on Zen, Pure Land,
Kegon, and Tendai Buddhist ideas to explain their reinterpretation of cer-
tain fundamental philosophical concepts. Tanabe and Nishitani, in whom
this is much more marked than in Nishida, have also written lengthy com-
mentaries on Zen Master Dõgen, and Nishitani has extensive comments on
a number of classical Zen texts. To enter even into an introductory explana-
tion of this range of Buddhist ideas would have made this a much longer
and less focused book. In addition, certain explanations that would satisfy
me would no doubt chill the soul of Buddhist scholars and prejudice the
ideas they were meant to enlighten. I have therefore eliminated nearly all
excursions into Buddhist thought in order to keep the book within the
con³nes of traditional philosophical thought, since I believe it is there that
the Kyoto philosophers ³nd their place more than in the circles of Buddhist
scholarship.

As seasoned readers of the writings of the Kyoto school philosophers
will notice, this is as much a book of conclusions and judgments as it is an
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introduction. While I have made no attempt to disguise my own interpreta-
tions, or differences of interpretation from others, I do not wish them to
distract from the broader picture I am trying to paint and have therefore
relegated most of this debate to the notes.
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Nishida Kitarõ
(1870–1945)





8 nishida’s life and career. Nishida Kitarõ was born on
19 May 1870 in Ishikawa Prefecture, central Japan. After dropping out of high
school over a disagreement with the authorities on educational reforms, he
studied independently for and passed the entrance exams to Tokyo’s Imper-
ial University as a special student. He graduated in 1894 with a degree in
philosophy, having written an optional thesis on Hume’s idea of causality,
and returned to his home prefecture as an English instructor in a middle-
school. To keep alive his interest in philosophy, he studied the posthumous
writings on ethics of the British neo-Hegelian, Thomas Green, ³rst with the
idea of writing an introductory text on the work and then with the grander
scheme of writing a history of ethics from ancient times to the present.

The same resistance to the rigidity of the curriculum and the prece-
dence given to administration over the needs of the students that he had felt
as a student resurfaced in him as a teacher. He moved to a high-school posi-
tion as a teacher of English, German, ethics, psychology, and logic, but
already had his goal set on returning to Tokyo as a university lecturer. Dur-
ing these years he began sitting in zazen in the Rinzai (kõan) tradition under
Master Setsumon, apparently at the encouragement of his friend D. T.
Suzuki, but did not begin serious practice until 1897 when he attended con-
centrated sessions at a number of different temples. During the course of
that year he was dismissed for disagreements over educational policy with
the authorities, and moved to the post of a high-school teacher at his alma
mater, the Fourth High School of Yamaguchi Prefecture, where he was
named professor in 1899.

Meantime, he kept up his practice of Zen, receiving from his master the
lay Buddhist name of Sunshin (“an inch of mind”) in 1901. It was during his
³rst deep plunge into zazen that he took up writing a journal. In it we ³nd
him struggling to strike a balance between the practice of Zen, which he felt
put him in touch with “life,” and his academic work, which he felt as a per-
sonal destiny. He tells himself over and over again there and in his letters, in
words that must be familiar to novices of meditation anywhere, that he
must not simply use Zen as grist for his scholarly career, and promises to
practice Zen “for the rest of my life.” As it turns out, he gave up meditation
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in 1905 and never returned to it. Allusions to Zen appear frequently in his
diaries up until 1907, and then disappear. The vestiges of his inner struggle
remain, but in the form of a philosophical problem: how to reconcile the
intuitive, nonreµective consciousness cultivated in the east with the logical,
reµective consciousness cultivated in western philosophy.

The years he spent in Yamaguchi were no doubt formative years for
Nishida’s career as a philosopher and as a teacher. Among the nicknames
his students gave him were Prof. Denken, Prof. Schrecken, and Prof. Dio-
genes (this latter because of his unkempt appearance). He published a num-
ber of pieces on topics such as Hume’s idea of causality, the history of
British ethics, Thomas Green’s Prolegomenon to Ethics, and Kant’s ethics,
and a short piece of ³ve pages on Spinoza’s idea of God. In addition to these
authors, he was reading Nietzsche, Bradley, Spinoza, and Schleiermacher,
among others, and started into William James’s Varieties of Religious Experi-
ence. By the end of the period he would publish in Kyoto University’s Jour-
nal of Philosophy a draft of the ideas that would form the basis of the book
that was to launch his career.

Though he had serious intentions to study abroad already from 1903,
this was not to be. In 1910, at the age of forty, he was appointed assistant
professor of philosophy at Kyoto Imperial University. He had always told
people he would wait until he had reached the age of forty before publishing
a book, and he kept good his word, publishing in the following year a work
he had been drafting and publishing in pieces for nearly four years, An
Inquiry into the Good.

Meantime, the political situation in Japan was undergoing momentous
changes. Five years earlier had seen the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War,
during the course of which he lost his younger brother, who had joined the
army. In the same year he became a university teacher, Japan annexed
Korea. Within four years the First World War would break out in Europe.
His opinions on these events do not appear in his writings, except for a brief
µush of youthful patriotism in a memento for his dead brother.

During his ³rst years at Kyoto he wrote a short essay on Shinran and
also lectured at Shinshð University (present-day Õtani University). Aside
from two short pieces on Bergson, his interests had turned to epistemologi-
cal questions and the neo-Kantians. In 1913 he had begun to lecture on
Natorp’s psychology, and that same year he began to serialize a work enti-
tled Intuition and Reµection in Self-Awareness that would take him four
years to complete. During these years his lectures reµect his concentration,
treating things like the thought of Bolzano, Windelband’s outline of the his-
tory of philosophy, Kant’s ³rst critique, and scienti³c truth. The same year
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he was awarded his doctoral degree and made a full professor with a chair in
Religious Studies, a post which he left the following year to assume the chair
of History of Philosophy. Within two years he would publish another vol-
ume on Thought and Experience and would succeed in bringing Tanabe
Hajime to Kyoto.

The end of the First World War sent Japan into an economic depres-
sion; it was also a time in which student activism began along with interest
in humanism and democracy. As for Nishida, his interest in ethics broad-
ened during these years to include aesthetics and the theory of expression.
At the same time he picked up the loose ends from his ideas of intuition and
self-consciousness, and through a number of articles and books laid the
groundwork for what is considered his crowning philosophical achieve-
ment, a “logic of locus” based on the self-awareness of absolute nothingness.
In 1927 he published the last book to appear during his active teaching, From
the Doing to the Seeing. The following year, aged ³fty-eight, he retired from
teaching, though he continued to lecture widely and to divide his time
between Kyoto and Kamakura, where he would purchase the home in which
he was to spend his ³nal years.

The political mood was shifting violently. On the one hand, with the
Manchurian Incident, and the withdrawal of Japan from the League of
Nations, imperialist ideology and military buildup were on the rise. The
communist party was revived, with considerable support from the student
population, but was soon suppressed. The 1937 Nanjing takeover and subse-
quent massacre of civilians marked yet another turning point. Although
Nishida had been eyed with suspicion for some years by a special police
force set up to monitor dangerous thought, once he began to publish his
views on Japanese culture and the national polity, at the invitation of the
government, only the extreme right in the Army seemed to feel he posed a
danger. More moderate elements in the navy began to seek his support and
that of his circle of disciples to bring some reason to bear on a situation that
was clearly getting out of control.

Meantime, Nishida continued to write, publishing one book after
another on his philosophy, including six volumes of Essays on Philosophy in
the ten years from 1935 until his death in 1945 (a seventh volume appeared
the year after his death). In 1940 he was awarded the Cultural Medal of
Honor. His ³nal essay, “The Logic of Locus and a Religious Worldview,”
appeared only months before his death at age seventy-³ve of a renal infec-
tion, a few weeks before Japan accepted defeat at the hands of the Allied
Powers.

Most of what remains of Nishida’s handwritten manuscripts has been
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gathered together in Kyoto University library, along with his personal
library, which includes some 2,000 of the 3,000 foreign books he left behind
on a wide range of topics. Of the 5,000 books in his library, those in Japan-
ese number the fewest, surpassed by his collection on Buddhism, Christian-
ity, and east Asian philosophy. Some years after his death, his study was
moved from Kyoto to his home town, where it was set up in 1974 as a
memorial building, containing about 500 volumes each in western lan-
guages and in Japanese, as well as a sizable collection of volumes in classical
Chinese.

9 nishida’s philosophical style. Of the three Kyoto
school philosophers treated here, Nishida was without a doubt the most cre-
ative and, not surprisingly, the one about whom the most has been written.
The number of new ideas, signaled typically by the coinage of a new phrase,
outweighs the advances we ³nd in Nishitani and Tanabe. Not only does
Nishida hold a lofty place in the intellectual history of modern Japan, he
rises above his times as a seminal thinker for the generations that followed.
Once he had determined that an idea had strong roots, he would not wait
around to harvest the results but head out in search of other furrows to sow.
This creative impatience of a most remarkably inquisitive mind is both
reµected in his style of writing and obscured by it.

Already from the time of his ³rst book, An Inquiry into the Good,
Nishida was writing with the con³dence and authority of someone who
knew his material. On ³nishing one of his essays the reader is not always
sure which ideas he is simply trying out, which are really no more than a
grope around in the dark, and which he considered foundational. We get a
hint of this only in the hindsight of the way he begins his next essay, which
he usually begins right where he left off, retracing the steps that he was
unsure of, perhaps changing direction, and then moving ahead—always
with the same con³dent stride of the traveler who knows where he has to
go. In this regard his philosophical style is more reminiscent of the idealists
Hegel and Kant than it is of the empiricists James and Bergson, both of
which currents had attracted him in his early years. 

The more his thought developed, the more it became obscured by a
kind of Darwinian progression, removing the accumulated contradictions
and corrections of former arguments by making periodic adjustments in
later ones. His ideas unfold themselves forwards, the ³ttest surviving and
the rest falling aside or remaining as mere vestiges, as if by natural selection.
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When he returns to the same theme again, he evaluates it only in terms of
what has survived. It is always the latest stage that holds his attention. So
long as he was moving forwards, as he nearly always was, and so long as he
had the sense that his work hung together as a whole, which again it almost
always did, he was not detained by the need to review the changes that had
taken place.

At the same time, what his style camouµages to the ³rst-time reader
seems to have been immediately apparent to those who heard him lecture in
the classroom: Nishida was always turning ideas around to view them from
every angle he could, always looking for connections, always in search of
just the right place to set a milestone and the next direction to turn. The
more one reads of Nishida, the easier it is to detect this struggle going on
and to see that he is less interested in stating conclusions than in making
clear the tracks along which his thinking was moving.

Ueda Shizuteru, who has wrestled with the texts as thoroughly as any-
one, reµects:

There are times I just do not understand what he is saying. Even so, at least
for me, the feeling that I must go on reading takes over…. Nishida did not
write down what he had thought out, he “thinks out as he is writing.” He
may be compared to a miner deep in a mountain wielding his pick in search
of the vein of truth.

Actually, the image of the miner is Nishida’s own. What Ueda does not
mention is the quali³cation Nishida adds: “I have always been a miner of
ore, but I have never managed to re³ne it.” He was not the ³rst philosophi-
cal thinker to work this way, of course, and he himself admitted his “inco-
herent thinking.” The key to Ueda’s explanation is that Nishida’s attempt to
fuse eastern thinking into philosophy obliged him not only to invent new
words and meanings for the Japanese language but also to twist grammar to
accommodate the lack of homogeneity. The close relationship between
western logical thinking and the grammar of western languages is often
pointed to as a handicap that Japanese had to contend with from the start.
At the same time, Nishida was convinced that he was not working with two
philosophies but only one, and that the real way to get to it was through a
relentless pursuit of the “depths of ordinary, everyday life.”

In any case, any attempt to depict his philosophy as a uni³ed vision
gradually worked out over time, or as a logical progression of conclusions
from premises is given the lie by the way he actually worked. As Ueda sug-
gests, it is as if the 5,000 pages of Nishida’s writings were a single essay that
took him a lifetime to write, so that the conclusion of any particular pub-

nishida kitarõ     33



lished unit is a mere ³ction, soon to turn into the starting point for the next
step in the argument. Miki Kiyoshi, who knew Nishida personally and was
familiar with how he wrote, has this to say of Nishida’s “books”:

His books have a quite different µavor from ordinary ones with their ordered
sequence of chapters…. He wrote a series of essays, which accumulated to
form a volume…. When he had ³nished one essay he always immediately
registered the feeling that something was missing, and to supplement the lack
he proceeded to add another. Like an artist, his work was never done.

Miki notes in the same context that while his ordinary lectures were
rather staid and well organized, his special lectures, which were open to stu-
dents from all departments and were attended by professors as well, showed
him at his best and were always packed. “Rather than simply explain philos-
ophy to his students he would take them along on his philosophic search.”
His goal was not so much to instruct them in the thinking of others as to
help them catch the “knack” of seeing the world from others’ standpoints so
that one could ³nd a standpoint of one’s own. He complained that the age
of simply taking in western culture haphazardly, the same way culture from
China had been taken in, was over. To take over any learning, whether sci-
ence or philosophy, meant not to extract its techniques but to “take in their
spirit and digest them.”

In a similar vein Nishitani recalls that:

His lectures were not what one would normally call well organized. His strategy
was not to construct a lecture by following a single thread of logical connec-
tions and presenting his thought as a uni³ed and well-articulated whole. It was
as if all sorts of ideas inside him were jostling against one another and rush-
ing to the exit at the same time. One sentence might not even be completed
before another began. This made it altogether impossible to take notes.

He would blow up at the stupidity of students but rarely scolded them.
He tended to keep his strong emotions in check, letting his wrath out in his
diaries rather than on others. As time went on, Nishida recognized the
importance of having disciples, but at the same time his attitude towards his
students—those who would become disciples and those who would not—
was to encourage them to do their own thinking.

Questions of the µow of Nishida’s arguments aside, his written Japanese
prompts wildly differing opinions among Japanese readers. In general, there
is little enthusiasm for his prose among literary critics, and the prime exam-
ple is his confrontation with Kobayashi Hideo, who shared with him a num-
ber of philosophical concerns. For Kobayashi, Nishida was a “classical
example” of the self-righteous scholars who hide behind their ideologies the
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way bureaucrats hide behind theirs, deadbolting themselves from hard-
nosed critics:

Nishida’s solitariness, which is completely incapable of feeling the resistance
of these others, has created for us a bizarre system that is neither in Japanese
nor, of course, in a foreign language.

These criticisms are leveled right up to the present, and they are familiar to
Nishida’s translators, who have to cope with the constant repetitions of ear-
lier terms and the introduction of apparently superµuous grammatical
phrases—as if he were trying to disguise the intuitive leaps his mind was
taking by giving them the semblance of continuity—either by editing them
out or by subjecting their own language to similar dis³guration.

Nishida himself did not take well to the slights against his style, but nei-
ther is it clear from his published comments or his letters that he under-
stood them entirely. He defends the need to distinguish varieties of written
Japanese from literary style, and wonders why certain of his grammatical
conventions seem so odd. Nishida himself wrote a small number of light
essays in clearer, more re³ned Japanese on Goethe, calligraphy, and per-
sonal reminiscences. These works show more of his personal feelings and
avoid the serpentine, complex sentence structures of his philosophical writings.

Looking over the range of opinions on Nishida’s style, I conclude that
simply to chide him for not having written simpler prose is to ask him to be
a different kind of thinker. The discontinuities in his style reµect the creativ-
ity of his way of thinking and of his adventure of ideas as a whole, and must
be accepted. Only rarely did he write about other philosophers to give an
objective presentation of their thought. He wrote about them the way he
read them—with a question in mind, sliding over the surface of the text
until he came to something he thought useful, at which point he would
plunge himself headlong into it.

Given his way of using philosophical texts, had Nishida simply twisted
Japanese into the style of the typical translator of western philosophy—a
style that has survived up to the present—its weirdness would have been
excused as the fault of the foreign material he was working with. Nishida’s
genius as a writer lies not in his raw literary skills but in the fact that his lit-
erary style reµected his attempt to cast bridges between worlds that had
been walled off from one another. To read him is to be obliged to the same
straddling that de³es simple af³liation with either of those worlds. At the
same time, if the best of Nishida’s commentators today are able to explain
his thought in more readable prose without misrepresenting him, it is
because the channels of conµuence between worlds that Nishida had to dig
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as he went along are already there from the beginning. His style belongs to
history, not to the present, but it belongs to history as something that was
ahead of its time.

One ³nal remark is in order. Nishida did not as a rule cite secondary lit-
erature, but preferred to mention only primary sources in his work. His
diaries give us a somewhat better idea of his reading habits, but it seems
clear that he wanted to choose the company with whom he would appear in
print, and it was primarily western thinkers of rank. One has to think that
much of this was merely an imitation of the convention of those philoso-
phers whose writings he worked with. What is peculiar to Nishida, though,
and far from convention, was the fact that he could lift whole phrases and
sentences from his reading in order to wrestle with the ideas, often without
indicating whom he was citing or from where. During his struggles with
neo-Kantian thought this is marked: there are times when one simply does
not know if it is Nishida or someone Nishida is citing whose view is being
discussed. For the philosophical reader this must be kept in mind when
reading Nishida’s own work, even in translation, since most translators
either have not bothered to track down Nishida’s sources or were not aware
of what was going on.

10an adventure of ideas. Nishida’s adventure of ideas
was to make a distinctive Japanese contribution to world philosophy. Before
looking at those ideas themselves, it is worthwhile to pause a moment and
consider just what this entailed for him, if only to alert the reader to the
way his commentators are too often given to collapse that goal to the meas-
ure of their own assumptions about the place that Nishida gave that “dis-
tinctiveness.”

I begin with a statement he made in 1940:

Must we assume western logic to be the only logic and the eastern way of
thinking simply a less-developed form of it?… Willing as I am to recognize
western logic as a magni³cent systematic development, and intent as I am on
studying it ³rst as one type of world logic, I wonder if even western logic is
anything more than one special feature of the life of history…. Things like
formal, abstract logic will remain the same everywhere, but concrete logic as
the form of concrete knowledge cannot be independent of the speci³c feature
of historical life.

What Nishida has in mind here by distinguishing concrete logic from for-
mal logic is basically to draw a line between a more general sense of the
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principles of discourse on the one hand and attempts to lay out method-
ological rules that distinguish a good argument from a bad one on the other.
It was the former that concerned him primarily.

Nishida did not want simply to contribute to the advance of the study
of western philosophy in Japan. For this reason, he never claimed to be an
authority on any particular school or thinker of the western philosophical
tradition. Nor is he usually credited with such authority, except by the most
hagiographic of his devotees. We ³nd nothing in his writings of polemic
against the way his contemporaries, east or west, read the works he was
reading, nor any attempt to defend his own readings against the received
ones. To have set foot in this corner of academia would have distracted him
from his grander purpose. Better to be thought a dilettante than to waste his
talents on such questions. To put it bluntly, Nishida was con³dent enough
of his ability to assimilate what he was reading not to need the con³rmation
of experts in the ³eld or to be detained very long by self-doubt. What he
aimed at, as Ueda Shizuteru has noted, was the full force of the collision
between east and west, like parade µoats jostling against one another in a
Japanese matsuri.

At the same time as he had no pretension to expertise in any branch of
western philosophy, he had even less for eastern thought. Here again, he
spoke with authority of the east—by which we have always to understand
the east as received by Japan and reµected there—once he had established
himself as an intellectual, but he never had anything approaching the
scholar’s knowledge he did of western philosophy.

All of this would seem enough to disqualify him for tenure in the mod-
ern academia. Measured by those standards, one would have little trouble
disposing of him as a second-rate academic. But if we judge him by the goal
he set for himself, those criticisms become petty by comparison. To make a
distinctively Japanese contribution to world philosophy, he had to do his
own original thinking, and he had to do it in a language and logic that
would respect the received philosophical tradition at the same time as it
shows up its need for what Japan could give it. His novelty had to be philo-
sophical and at the same time non-western, which was itself a novel enough
idea. Only then could he expose world philosophy to the hypocrisy of uni-
versal aspirations carved in the stone of parochial biases.

Those of his Japanese readers who gloat over his neologisms as having
no equivalent in western philosophy and not even any possible translation,
which makes them only really intelligible to those who share Nishida’s cul-
tural and linguistic background, not only miss the point of his goal, but they
they push his ideas in the opposite direction he was headed. Had Nishida
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thought his ideas were unintelligible to the whole of the philosophical world
without teaching them Japanese language and culture ³rst, he would have
considered them a failure as far as that goal was concerned. The distinctive-
ness of the Japanese is only a local value; it is enhanced when its core can be
extracted and translated into something of world scope. 

When his commentators—even the best of them—cite him in support
of their own ethnocentricism, or at least their own privileged position to
read him, they are no longer talking about Nishida but about themselves. Of
course he knew there was much “concrete knowledge” in Japanese culture
and language that he could not turn to the bene³t of world philosophy and
which would have no place there. But these were secondary. His primary
concern was to enhance concrete knowledge beyond Japan, and his philoso-
phy stands without its political and cultural applications.

As we shall see, this grand adventure of ideas was more suited to the
logic of self-awareness than it was to political philosophy. Nishida’s collapse
into Japanism shows up precisely when he sets his goal aside to respond to
issues that as an intellectual he was expected to respond to, but that he had
nothing of much importance to add to.

Nishida’s goal as reµected in the citation above and as I have described
it was not his starting point. His initial question was more modest but no
less novel: to ³nd a way to introduce the important but radically nonphilo-
sophical language of Zen into the closed world of philosophy; and con-
versely to use philosophy to ³nd a language to talk about those things that
Zen had always insisted were not susceptible to rationalization. For east and
west alike, the project was countercultural. On the one hand, the idea of
using religious belief or practice as a foundation for philosophy is some-
thing the west has resisted vigorously, or at least tried to relegate to the
realms of theology. On the other, protagonists of Zen in the east had bran-
dished their irrationalities and paradoxes around like a sword that cut
through the presumption of rationalism and protected them from outside
criticism. Nishida set out to give a rational foundation to Zen from outside
of Zen, and in the process to put to work an indigenous philosophy that was
still no more than an infant on all fours.

This motivation was not carried out directly by comparing one set of
ideas to another, but it lay clearly in the background of the ³rst of his philo-
sophical ideas: pure experience. Ironically it is the very absence of references
to Zen in his writings that shows their importance. As Nishitani remarks: 

For one thing, his thought had taken a turn towards regarding the historical
world as the most concrete world, bringing him into touch with a realm of



meaning not usually included in the world of Zen. For another, he seems to
have felt that his thought was philosophical through and through and not to
be reduced to Zen and its traditional views…. He once wrote me in a letter that
he had differentiated his philosophy from Zen to avoid being misunderstood.

Although he would give up the practice of Zen at age thirty-³ve after
ten years of practice, it was not simply because he did not ³nd it agreed with
the ideas he was forging. He never expected that. Nor did he cease to believe
that his philosophy continued to be his own appropriation of Zen. He
would not have been happy to have his own novel originality accord with
ancient Zen such as it was. At the same time, while I should think that he
maintained to the last the conviction that his own philosophy was an
unfolding of Zen within himself, a new manifestation of the Zen spirit, he
does not seem to have encouraged his young disciples, not otherwise drawn
to Zen, to take up meditation in order to appreciate his thought. In fact,
Nishida is said never to have informed even his closest disciples of his study
of Zen until the end of his life.

The “west” whose “philosophy” Nishida was trying to synthesize with
the “thought” of the “east”: these are no longer the largely univocal terms
they were for Nishida when he set out on his adventure. When Miki looked
back and claimed that Nishida had “enabled a fusion of eastern intuition
with western thinking by what one might call an eastern twist of western
logic,” he was stating a conviction among Nishida’s students that continues
to hold force today. The ideas of logic, predication, rationality, self,
reµection, and so forth, which he takes as representative and to which he
offers his own corrections in many cases, represent only one part of the
western philosophical heritage. Gradually he came to see this, and his
sweeping generalizations became fewer. It is a mistake—alas, a common
mistake—to confuse western philosophy with Nishida’s generalizations
about western philosophy. To acknowledge his creativity requires that one
always keep in mind that one is reading Nishida’s philosophy, which is
based on an impressive but nonetheless limited appreciation of the two
worlds he was attempting to wed.

11 the quest of the absolute. If we look at Nishida’s
diaries and letters during the years as a high-school teacher when he was
feverishly devouring philosophical books and getting deeper and deeper
into Zen meditation, we ³nd a number of short statements about the focal
point of his interest. They center on two questions, both of which he
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received as much from Zen as from his philosophical reading and the intel-
lectual mood of the times: the discovery of the self, and ³delity to life. Typi-
cal of the former concern is a letter he wrote to a friend in 1897 in which he
explains that for him the most important things were spiritual, and the goal
of the spirit was “to dig deeper and deeper into the recesses of the mind to
reach the true, authentic self and become one with it.” A 1902 diary entry is
typical of the latter concern: “In the end, scholarship is for the sake of life.
Life comes ³rst; without it scholarship is useless.” Although both of these
ideas echo in his maiden philosophical voyage of 1911, An Inquiry into the
Good, they were made to yield center stage to another concern—the attempt
to make consciousness into an absolute, unifying principle for all of reality. 

Much has been written about this book, and the idea of pure experi-
ence, as the starting point or germ of Nishida’s thought, and indeed it is just
that. It is full of short phrases condensing intuitions and half-ideas that are
as arresting to the reader familiar with Nishida’s later work as they are con-
fusing to those who do not know it. This was his ³rst book, and he did what
many a young author does: he tried to make room for every important idea
he had, sacri³cing clarity of focus and continuity of argument for breadth of
scope. In the context of his later thought and the inµuence it had on others,
it is a classic of Japanese intellectual history. Its success extends beyond its
reception at the time. It has come to be revered as a symbol of Japan’s parity
with the west. The following is typical of comments on the work among
Japanese intellectual historians:

It is valued as Japan’s ³rst truly original thinking carried out in the arena of
western philosophy. To Japanese in the Meiji era who were subjected to the
display of overwhelming intimidation and superiority of western culture, it
must have seemed that unless proof could be given of the signi³cance and
uniqueness of eastern and Japanese civilization, their country would run the
risk of colonization and the loss of its ethnic autonomy. At last, nearly half a
century after the Restoration, when the Meiji era was drawing to its close,
this book crystallized a way of thinking, solidly footed in western reason, that
could bring the blood of the Japanese to a full boil.

Even if we take into account the relatively short history of philosophy in
Japan, Nishida’s book wobbled when it was published and, by itself, does
not walk very far in today’s philosophical world, east or west. Although
there are no less than six foreign translations of the work, its ideas have had
virtually no impact on the philosophical or religious world outside of Japan.
It was the daring and giant strides with which it wobbled that made the
Japanese philosophical world at the time wake up and take notice, and that
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gave Nishida the courage of conviction that he was on to something impor-
tant. As a piece of philosophical thinking, however, it is a classic only in the
context of the study of the development of Nishida’s thought and the
inµuence it had on others, where it continues to serve as a rich vein of
quotable passages. 

The irreverence of that claim is not likely to sit well with Nishida’s
Japanese commentators. For one thing, the central idea of the book, the
transcendence of the subject-object dichotomy, still seems to carry the
weight of a distinctively eastern critique of western philosophy—or at least
of Descartes and the German idealists who continue to be seen as the heart
of that philosophy. Be that as it may, the fact is, it was a ³rst attempt, full of
ambiguities and unclarities. This is something Nishida seems to have recog-
nized on completing the book better than those of his followers who persist
in reading it in the hindsight of his later work.

There are different motivations for this persistence. Abe Masao, for one,
simply passes over without question the many inconsistencies and ambigui-
ties in the argument to concentrate on what he sees as the still relevant criti-
cism of the limits of western rationalism. The force of this criticism helps
explain the deep impact it had on many young people contemplating a
career in philosophy, among them Nishitani, who wrote, “I cannot imagine
what my life would have been like, or even what I myself would be like now,
had it not been for An Inquiry into the Good and the man who wrote it.” In
any case, Nishida was not so easily convinced by the simplicity of his ³rst
arguments or by his appreciation of western philosophy at the time, but
would go on to rethink them from a number of different angles. 

A second motivation that was only pointed to by the notion of pure
experience, but that would thereafter come to eclipse it in his subsequent
books, was the motif of awakening to the true self. This is the position
Nishitani takes in his argument that the book represents a “complete system
of thought” animated by two root problems: how to avoid a subjectivist ide-
alism on the one hand, and on the other, how to introduce the demand for
self-transformation into the heart of traditional metaphysics. Nishitani is
therefore able to conclude that “Even on its own, An Inquiry into the Good is
an original tour de force that would have assured it a place among other
great systems of thought even if Nishida had not developed it further.”
Nishitani’s argument beads suggestive passages from the work onto the
thread of his own appropriation of Nishida’s thinking, in what can only be
called an original piece of thinking on its own. It is hard to think that at the
time any of Nishida’s readers could have seen what Nishitani did; and for
me it is hard to see how even Nishida himself could have.
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In any case, at least as far as the notion of pure experience, which has
come to be recognized as the central notion of the book, we need to be a lit-
tle more sanguine. Actually, the idea of pure experience is only mentioned
in the opening and shortest of the four parts that make up the book.
Although it was the last section to be written, when he drafted it in 1908,
Nishida was convinced, as we know from his letters, that it would be possi-
ble to construct a whole philosophy beginning from pure experience. As the
last chapter he wrote of the book, it had to be consistent with what he had
already written and at the same time had to try to wrap everything up with a
single unifying principle. Little wonder that it should confuse the reader
who begins with it.

Over the next three years he reworked the parts into a whole, but the
seams were still very much visible when he had ³nished. When he was done,
he admitted that the opening section on pure experience as the one and
only reality presents only the foundations of his thinking, and suggests that
the reader return to it after having read the rest of the work, which repre-
sents his thinking as such. (He went along with his publisher—who feared
such a work by an unknown author would not sell—to allow a title that
would point to ethics as the theme of the work.) For his part, when he had
³nished the book, he set the idea of pure experience aside, never to return to
it. Or perhaps more accurately, he allowed it to dissolve into its composite
parts. While his concern with locating an absolute principle on which to
build a philosophy remained, his ³rst attempt ended up less an achievement
than an agenda to direct his work in the years ahead.

12 the absolute as pure experience. The idea of pure
experience is not dif³cult, though it is complicated by the interference of
word associations natural to traditional philosophy but alien to Nishida’s
intentions, and also by a certain unclarity in his own mind. Let us recon-
struct Nishida’s intention and how he carried it out.

We begin from the assumption that reality is one, and that means it has
a single principle that makes it one, or uni³es it. Nishida never questioned
this in his writings. He does not take up at any point the possibility of
“other worlds” or consider the possibility that reality might be fundamen-
tally plural. At the same time as reality is a unity, it is not a static unity. It
unfolds in time, and this unfolding means that the unity is refracted in a
plurality of items that are transient, interrelated, and therefore the relative
stuff out of which that single principle maintains a unity.
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Now among all of the items of reality that show up in this process, only
one completely mirrors the whole. Only one can stand at the cutting edge of
the unity as it unfolds, see it happening, and then talk about it. That single
item is human consciousness. To understand consciousness is therefore to
have the best possible paradigm of how reality “works.” To be fully con-
scious—or as fully conscious as a human individual can be—is to achieve a
unity that mirrors, as if in microcosm, the ultimate principle of reality and
mirrors it from within the dynamic unfolding process itself.

So far we have not left the realm of assumption for that of proof.
Nishida’s way of demonstrating that this is more than a private intuition of
his, indeed the only way he could conceive of doing so, was to begin from
the most immediate facts of experience and show that nothing other than
only such a vision can make sense of them. The immediacy of these facts
would have to be such as to show both the unity of individual consciousness
and its participation in an unfolding process beyond individual conscious-
ness. In other words, one would have to begin from the experience of full
consciousness in which both the oneness and the plurality of the world are
manifest. Only this could provide the bedrock fact that argues for an
absolute principle at work in everything that is.

It is here that Nishida struck on the idea that would launch his philo-
sophical career and, in one form or another, preoccupy him for the rest of
his life: to overstep the subject-object distinction built into our language of
experience. Once this step is taken, the logic of it becomes clear, and more
and more reasons accumulate to argue its rightness. At this point, we get
into something of a linguistic tangle that is made worse by existing transla-
tions of An Inquiry into the Good. A brief detour should help alert the reader
to what is going on in Nishida’s prose, and also to make the concepts less
esoteric sounding than they typically are. 

When we speak of experience we normally think of someone experienc-
ing something. Linguistic usage does not allow us to say simply “It was expe-
rienced” or “I experienced.” The term needs a subject and an object.
Nishida’s idea was to “purify” the term of these demands and talk of experi-
ence pure and direct itself, and to make this his absolute principle of reality.
This pure and direct experience he calls a “direct seeing of the facts just as
they are.” Here he is not talking about a particular collection of facts—a lib-
erty that the Japanese term allows him—but about the pure idea of the fac-
tum of what actually is, without any suggestion of an objectivity apart from
the subject; and a pure seeing, but without a subjectivity apart from objects.
It must be a pure empiricum, without data or meaning of any kind. In his oft
cited, but universally mistranslated, passage:
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For some time now I had it in mind to try and explain all of reality in terms
of pure experience…. Along the way, I came to think that it is not that there
is an individual that has the experience, but that there is an experience that
has the individual, that experience is more basic than any distinction individ-
uals bring to it. This made it possible to avoid solipsism, and by taking expe-
rience as something active, to harmonize it with transcendental philosophy
after Fichte. 

By de³nition the pure empiricum by itself cannot be experienced or
cannot experience anything. It just is, the principle behind everything that
is. At the same time talk of a “direct seeing of the facts just as they are” sug-
gests that the way things are can be experienced and that consciousness can
experience it. (The term “direct seeing” is actually the normal Japanese way
of translating Anschauung or intuition. It is clumsy, and we may dispense
with it later, but for now it helps us question the connection with direct
experience.) In other words, the same term, pure experience, is used to refer
to a highly re³ned conscious phenomenon and at the same time to the
absolute foundation of reality. And in both cases it is claimed to transcend
the distinction between subject and object. The only possible conclusion
would seem to be that all of reality must be a kind of consciousness in which
individual consciousness is not only caught up but also can be aware of
what is going on at the same time. And this is in fact Nishida’s conclusion.

The thesis is as daring as it is ambiguous, but it is not a descriptive state-
ment that can be proved true or false. It is rather a kind of strategy for
rephrasing philosophical questions, a kind of heuristic net whose relevance
or irrelevance is determined by what its cast drags to the surface and what it
lets slip away. An Inquiry into the Good by itself is inadequate to answer that
question. At best it runs through a short gamut of philosophical questions
to suggest that the thesis will in fact work. 

The connection of pure experience with the Hegelian Mind working its
way to self-consciousness and generating reality along the way is not ten-
dentious. His handful of passing allusions to Hegel, while con³rming the
point, seem to slight the inµuence. Nowhere does Nishida directly state a
disagreement with the Hegelian model, though there are hints of it in some
of his cautious remarks about what “some people say.…” The reason seems
to be that Nishida simply did not know Hegel that well at the time, and
much of what he knew he got indirectly from the neo-Hegelian Thomas
Green, whom he had studied for the history of ethics. Given that Hegel was
one of the most widely read of philosophers in Japan, Nishida was simply
being prudent. In any case, Nishida was not claiming any originality for the
idea that consciousness is the sole reality. He was rethinking it. And
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untrammeled by the opulent speculations of the Hegelian opus, he was able
to do his thinking fresh and from a different starting point—the point
before consciousness decides it is a subject looking at a world of objects. 

Allowing free exchange of pure experience with what he calls direct
experience in the rest of the book, we may reconstruct the evolution of this
one basic principle into an all-encompassing metaphysic. The ³rst step is to
trace the emergence of pure thought or the immediate insight of “intellec-
tual intuition.” Nishida begins with the primary fact of pure experience, a
uni³ed state of consciousness in which the distinction between a subject
who does the experiencing and an object that is experienced has not yet
been constellated, and in which there is no prejudice, no judgment, no
deliberation, and no intention. To say that this state is uni³ed does not
point to any particular form of consciousness that has been achieved but
rather to the foundation of all such achievements; it is, we might say, the
form of the forms of all states of consciousness. 

Both the term and the idea of a conscious state of undifferentiated unity
were taken from William James, whose 1904 essays on pure experience had
fallen into Nishida’s hands while he was drafting his work. James was inter-
ested in the µeeting conscious state as such, an observable fact that undoes
the “perfectly wanton assumption,” as he called it, that all knowing requires
an express distinction between the thing and one’s own self. He saw it as
present in the highest and richest states of lived experience as well as in the
consciousness of infants or semi-comatose brain states. In fact, he identi³es
it with “the immediate µux of life” itself “the sum total of all experiences”
that amounts to an Absolute, “a pure experience on an enormous scale.” 

At this point, Nishida breaks camp with James by making pure experi-
ence the foundation not simply of consciousness but of all reality. He does
this by combining two claims: that the “unifying” nature of pure experience
is not the function of a static order imposed on the µux of experience from
without, but a dynamic predisposition to differentiate itself systematically;
and that the whole process of differentiation is a kind of consciousness,
though not initially one in which the conscious subject is distinguished
from the objects of its consciousness. In other words, consciousness works
itself around to self-consciousness through the judgment, rational thinking,
and intentionality of human consciousness, but neither began there nor,
presumably, ends there. The self-consciousness in which this process makes
itself patent he calls intellectual intuition, the purest form of thinking. 

The link between the dynamism of reality and the consciousness that
recognizes it is that both are fundamentally driven. If we string together the
various contexts in which Nishida uses a word that we may render as
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“demand” or “need” in reference to reality or consciousness, nearly all of
them suggest a kind of innate desire. The translators are not to be blamed
for having noticed this—as far as I can tell, none of Nishida’s commentators
has picked up on it. Nishida himself hints at but does not develop a connec-
tion between this drivenness and an idea of will or desire more basic than
the choice of free will. At this point in his thinking he is more concerned
with arguing that willing and knowing are both absorbed in the greater
absolute of pure experience, that will is an intentional aspect of all knowing
and a de³ning activity of the self. From there he argues that the truly free
will is a kind of dynamism, a “motivation,” that sustains the basic unity of
consciousness as an activity of the self. Thus he can say that “It is not so
much that I give birth to my desires, but that the motivation of reality is
me”; and later on: “The will is a fundamental unifying activity of conscious-
ness, …a power of the self.” In the years ahead he will take these ideas fur-
ther to see will, in this broad sense of a fundamental life force, as an absolute
principle more fundamental than consciousness, in fact almost a rethinking
of the idea of pure experience.

The idea that “reality is the activity of consciousness” and that this
active reality is “the only activity and the only reality there is in the uni-
verse” differs from Kantian and Hegelian idealisms precisely where it differs
from James, namely, that ultimately it is not de³ned as either subjective or
as thought. Moreover, its intentionality or telos is not governed from with-
out. The working of pure experience is one and the same as what is being
worked on. The very idea of a starting point or a termination is alien to
Nishida’s metaphysic. Hence Nishida has no dif³culty identifying the natu-
ral world and mental phenomena without having to have one emanate from
the other. Such oppositions are indication of the fact that the unity of pure
experience is “in³nitely” active, and does not set up a conµict in which one
must be master of the other or reduced to it. 

Nishida does not hesitate to call the ground of this in³nite activity God,
provided we do not reduce God to the “extremely infantile” idea of a “great
man that stands outside the universe and controls it.” Wherever there is
activity in the universe, there is God, and since all activity is at bottom the
activity of a nonsubjective, nonobjective unifying consciousness, it is funda-
mentally good, and “there is nothing that can be called absolutely evil.”
What is more, since this activity has worked itself out in the form of human
consciousness, that human nature is at bottom good and capable of turning
back to recognize its ground intuitively. This “deep grasp of life,” which at
the same time “grasps the true face of God,” is what has moved all the great
religions throughout history.
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Such a sweeping vision raises a great many questions, but this is pre-
cisely what Nishida wanted to do. His idea of pure experience, to repeat, was
a strategy to redirect the questions of philosophy away from what he saw as
the two-world assumptions of western metaphysics on the one hand and the
anthropocentric empiricism of science on the other; and to do so in such as
way that it would require the complement of eastern philosophy. 

Given the variety of functions pure experience has to perform—real,
ideal, and intentional—some sorting out of ideas was clearly in order. The
novelty of the idea attracted criticism, and Nishida defended himself against
it while admitting his own ambiguity of expression. Not the least of his
problems was its crowning argument that all of reality can be grounded in a
direct intuition, a “self-awareness” in which the knower had transcended
the subject-object world. The only way to con³rm such an intuition was to
achieve it oneself. Nishida all but asks his readers to assume that he had and
to take his word for it that they could as well. As he surely realized, this is
not a very good argument. A great deal of work remained to be done, and
the stimulus to do so came from his reading of the neo-Kantians.

13 the absolute as will. Already before An Inquiry
into the Good was ³nished, Nishida had taken an interest in the neo-
Kantians, beginning with the Freiburg thinkers Windelband and Rickert.
Initially he saw in them, and also in Husserl, allies in the attempt to “argue
the question of theoretical values exclusively from the standpoint of pure
experience.” This was in fact only an educated guess on his part about that
major current of contemporary European philosophy, and turned out to be
wrong. A lengthy critique of his ³rst book, written by a young professor spe-
cializing in this thought, raised the counterposition of distinguishing value
and meaning from the world of actual fact. His equally lengthy answer to
these criticisms shows that he took them seriously. That, probably com-
bined with a certain feeling of dissatisfaction with himself for not being au
courrant of neo-Kantian thinkers, persuaded him that he needed to grapple
with the literature at ³rst hand.

And with that he left the blinding sunlight of pure experience for a dark
maze of tunnels from which he would emerge only six years later. Aside
from a number of essays, later collected into book form, the major produc-
tion of the period was a serialization of essays eventually rearranged in book
form as Intuition and Reµection in Self-Awareness, a work that one of its
English translators has aptly called “the public diary of a philosophical edu-
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cation.” At the end of it he would admit defeat: “I have broken my lance,
exhausted my quiver, and capitulated to the enemy camp of mysticism.”
Thirty years later he would look back at it and even question the wisdom of
reprinting it.

There is no reason not to follow Nishida’s counsel, but not before regis-
tering a certain quali³cation of his self-deprecating remarks. It is not so
much the actual progression of his standpoint—the work begins with seeing
immediate experience as self-consciousness and ends with a monism of
absolute free will—but its persistent method that would direct Nishida’s
later thinking. His strategy was to reduce every dualism he met with to some
immediately experienced reality that would restore the divisions to an origi-
nal unity. It is, in this sense, an experiment with the utility of the idea of
pure experience for philosophical discourse.

His focus throughout is knowledge of a single, all-encompassing, acting
absolute that manifests itself within conscious mind. His starting point is a
questioning of the apparently contradictory functions of consciousness that
such knowing entails. As intuition it needs to be aware of a µowing, contin-
uous reality unbroken by subject or object, and as reµection it needs to step
outside of the µow of reality to recognize it. One has, if I may impose an image
on his project, to be on land and sea at the same time. Without the solid land
of the subject thinking about the objective world, knowing simply founders
in the ocean of undifferentiated intuition. But without that ocean of reality
one can never know reality as it is, only as one thinks about it. Nishida’s
proposal is to see self-awareness, the act in which one becomes both subject
and object at the same time, as a raft on which to µoat out to sea, without
sail or rudder, in quest of the absolute. Hence the title of the book.

This raft becomes his world for the duration. From it he tries to see that
the differentiations that appear in reµection on the experiential world in the
form of oppositions—of fact and value, matter and spirit, self and other,
subject and object, knowing and willing, past and future, being and non-
being—can be grasped as the same kind of coincidence of opposites that the
self’s knowing of itself is. To this end he submits himself to the torture of
neo-Kantian thought, with Fichte’s ideas of the acting self and Bergson’s
vitalism as a counterpoint. It draws to its close in the rather abrupt return to
an idea of will that he had associated in An Inquiry into the Good with a fun-
damental driving force of life.

Here will is made into the absolute principle at the core of the self-con-
scious self. Self-reµection is always bound by time and must always objectify
itself in knowledge, and for this reason can never get to the true self. Will,
on the other hand, provided it is understood as the drivenness of life itself
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and not simply as the exercise of freedom of choice, transcends time at the
same time as it is bound to the present reality: 

As unobjecti³able will, as true subject, the self can make the past the pres-
ent.… Will is absolute reµection, the unifying point of in³nite possibilities….
And since it is always concrete, will, in contrast to knowledge, is creative. 

Not only is the absolute of will the basis of the self, it is, he suggests, the ³nal
principle of reality itself. The mere suggestion of this is enough to bring his
voyage to its close without shipwrecking on the rocks of pure objectivity or
capsizing into the sea of pure subjectivity. It is rather as if, lying on his back
one night, he looked up and saw another dimension beyond land and sea, in
the dark and deep abyss of the sky above. To speak of it he turns to the con-
tradictory language of the mystics and the gnostics, to art and religion, to an
absolute free will that subsumes within itself not only individual wills but
the whole of reality, “an a priori underlying all a priori, an activity underly-
ing all activities.” 

As an answer to his original search for an absolute, it did not entirely
satisfy him, however. If anything, it left him pretty much where An Inquiry
into the Good had left him—clinging tightly to his philosophical robes but
wrapped for the moment in the oceanic embrace of religious sentiments. It
is no accident that Bergson appears at the end of this journey, opening the
windows once again to the fresh air of “life” that the Lebensferne of the neo-
Kantians had stiµed. But he knew that he had carried out his obligations as a
serious student of current philosophical thinking, and that he was free now
to use what he had learned to take the leap into a philosophy more suited as
a bridge between west and east.

At this point it is best if we focus on the most important ideas of
Nishida’s mature thought, without paying too much attention to their dat-
ing or the development of their interlocking. Many of these ideas can be
found as passing but unexplored remarks in these ³rst two books just dis-
cussed, but to avoid the common pitfall of reading too much into them, I
will not draw any attention to these remarks.

14 self-awareness. The use of the term “self-aware-
ness” to point to something distinct from what western philosophy calls
“self-consciousness” only gradually came to force in Nishida’s writings. It
may be said to be a function of a shift of focus from experience in general to
the search for what he called “a standpoint of the self” to deabsolutize the
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ordinary subjectivity of the ego. This shift was by no means complete by the
time he had completed Intuition and Reµection, and if he prefers it there to
“self-consciousness,” it is only because of a general concern with avoiding
the creeping psychologism people had seen in An Inquiry into the Good. 

Nishida had long thought there was something amiss with the preoccu-
pation with the “ego” in modern western philosophy, but at the same time
he needed some way to talk about reµexive consciousness. The term “aware-
ness” ³lled this need. For some years he drew special attention to this self-
awareness as the foundation of a “system” of thought and as a “universal” of
logic, but as the term moved further and further away from identi³cation
with “self-consciousness” and as his idea of the “self” became more clearly
distinguished from “ego,” this way of speaking receded into the back-
ground. In any case, the use of the term that began as a temporary compro-
mise gradually came to take on a character all its own. 

The Buddhist overtones that “self-awareness” suggests in English are
not necessarily there in the Japanese, though it is one of the many words
that Buddhism has appropriated to the purpose. Nishida’s position on
this is ambivalent, deliberately so, I believe, because he did not want to step
into the murky waters of trying to de³ne enlightenment in philosophical
language.

To reµect the way in which that special character is carried by an ordi-
nary, colloquial Japanese word without becoming a technical academic
term, we generally do better to abbreviate it to simple “awareness” in Eng-
lish. In doing so, we need to remember, however, that we forfeit a double
meaning that Nishida found in the character for “self-”. On the one hand, it
was a person’s awareness of one’s innermost nature; and on the other, it was
an awareness that was not so much accomplished by the person but allowed
to take place spontaneously, of itself, and without interference. In other
words, awareness in Nishida came to carry the combined sense of an auto-
awareness of the self. 

With this in mind, the reader should not expect a de³nition of aware-
ness in Nishida’s thought. It took over from pure experience the function of
the core, the goal, and the method of philosophy not by the replacement of
one term with another but by a general use that blossomed into a technical
term to point to one or the other of these functions. We have arrived at
what was for Nishida the heart of the matter: philosophy is the transforma-
tion of ordinary consciousness into a being aware. If not a de³nition, then
at least we must offer a general description of the role that this being aware
played in Nishida’s thinking. I will single out four attributes, all of which
were already pre³gured in his earlier writings. At the same time, as we shall
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see in laying them out, the tendency to mysticism, for which he had chided
himself at the end of his neo-Kantian escapades, is slowly being directed
towards the historical world. 

First, Nishida’s concern as a philosopher was knowing reality at its most
basic level. Whether he spoke of it variously as principle, as absolute, or as
universal, whether he reasoned about that knowledge inductively or deduc-
tively, everything depended on the capacity to know it by ³rsthand acquain-
tance. This knowing had to be intuitive in the sense that no one could have
intuitions vicariously for another or be aware for another. It was not the
sort of knowledge that could accumulate through tradition and be passed
on in language, except as the tombstone of a lived experience that had
passed away. To know the really real, one had to “see for oneself.” 

Second, there is no way to step outside of reality in order to know it.
The highest form of knowing has to take place from a point at which the
knower and the known are one. To know any individual item of reality is, of
course, to distinguish it from other items and hence from oneself. To be
“aware” of something is to realize that those distinctions are only relative,
manifestations of reality at work. The one who is aware can no longer be
called “I” in the ordinary sense of the term. In fact, being aware of reality is
so unlike being an ordinary I that it can be called the work of the “not-I.” 

In the third place, compared with the everyday way of thinking, the
state of awareness is a µash of timelessness in time, a µeeting sense of a
whole in the midst of the fragmentary purposes and ambitions that other-
wise drive our lives. It lights up for a moment the insight that at one and the
same time “things are as they should be” and “things should be as they are.”
In this sense, it is the inexhaustible source of all exercise of moral respon-
sibility.

Fourth, the idea of awareness as timeless, nonsubjective, egoless pres-
ence that opens up the possibility of a new standpoint for knowing and act-
ing, naturally µows into the recognition of a more authentic, truer self that
acts and knows in the state of self-awareness. Whereas self-consciousness
points to a ³eld in which the reality is grasped by an individual self, self-
awareness points to a ³eld in which reality becomes aware of itself in the
individual self. It is a kind of horizon against which consciousness is set up
as only one form, and not the most basic form, of knowing. 

At this point we should pause to consider this matter of the “true self”
in Nishida’s writings, since the currency that term has gained in the mean-
time, especially when combined with the notion of “awareness,” can easily
lead to misunderstanding the way Nishida used the term.

Neither “self” nor “true self” were ever technical philosophical terms



for Nishida. But he used them both within the context of his technical
vocabulary. He did not see the idea of awareness of the true self either as a
Buddhist contribution to western philosophy or as corresponding to one or
the other western readings of traditional Buddhist ideas—both of which
roles they played at the time he was doing his thinking. At most, we can say
it was an idea that he had found common to both worlds and that seemed
to preserve the core of what philosophy was about. The more Nishida
learned of the broader intellectual history of the west, the more he realized
that there were cognates to be found in the west for the notion of a self that
loses itself in being aware of itself—principally in the mystical tradition—
and hence that there was no need to assume its strictly Buddhist quality or
adopt a more properly Buddhist vocabulary. It seems fair to characterize his
distinction between I and true I as referring to no more than degrees of self-
awareness. At the same time, making the knowing, feeling, experiencing self
of ordinary consciousness the maidservant of self-awareness meant invert-
ing most of western philosophy as he met it, and this would require that the
logic with which he spoke of self-awareness be clearly distinguished from
the logic of self-consciousness that he met in western thought. 

In his diaries one ³nds frequent mention of the idea of “self,” but it is
gratuitous to read anything philosophical into the term on this account.
Nearly every occasion of their appearance is associated with one or the other
dimension of self-identity. In some cases, they are quite simply the personal
struggles of a young man to ³nd his own vocation in life, to struggle against
the temptations to dissipation. Sometimes, too, they are simple grammatical
references, with no more importance than the “self” in “I myself.” At other
times they point more directly to concern with continuing to be Japanese in
the wave of models of self-identity washing across the culture from the out-
side world. On a few occasions the term appears in talk of the pursuit of a
solid spiritual inner life. But nowhere is there anything like a doctrine or
philosophical idea of “self ” that we could identify with any particular
stream of thought or religious tradition of the day as such. 

It is my impression that in his philosophical writings, too, allusions to
self or true self are little more than metaphor for one’s inner nature that is one
with the nature of reality itself, or for the ascent of the subject to an aware-
ness where the ordinary self-centered subject gives way to a more profound
principle of identity. Even where the occasional Buddhist term appears in
this regard, it is reading too much into it to think that Nishida had really
accomplished any kind of Buddhist-philosophical synthesis by using it. It
was his disciples, beginning with Nishitani, who developed Nishida’s inti-
mations into philosophical ideas and related them to Buddhist ideas.
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15 active intuition, knowing by becoming. Given
the general description of awareness above, we may approach more
con³dently a new attempt by Nishida to solve the problem he had set out
with in Intuition and Reµection

If the term “awareness” was allowed to keep its everyday, ordinary
µavor, the idea was not. When Nishida decided to integrate a core idea into
his philosophy, he did so by introducing a carefully chosen but unmistakable
technical term. With each new term, it is as if he were grinding and polishing
a lens with which to have another look at the fundamental questions of phi-
losophy. If he found that he could see better with it, he would make a habit
of it—at least for as long as he did not ³nd another to replace it. His idea
was not simply to replace the borrowed language of pure or direct experi-
ence, intuition, ultimate reality, and so forth with more eastern-sounding
terms—as some of his predecessors and contemporaries—but to replace the
very standpoint from which that language was spoken. For this there had to
be a twist to language so that one always knew that one was using habitual
terms, both everyday and technical, now from a different perspective.

One of these lenses was what he termed the standpoint of active intuition.
The idea of a kind of knowing without a knowing subject could not mean a
sort of passivity or quietism in which one is lost in a cloud of unknowing.
Neither could it be a mere unconscious event. It had to be experienced as a
working in which one participates fully aware but without setting oneself up
in the position of either passive spectator or active controller of what is
wrought. The tack he had taken in Intuition and Reµection, namely, to pur-
sue the process of self reµecting on self as a way to overcome the subject-
object dichotomy, was set aside, but the problem remained. He still needed
a link between actively thinking about things and passively being acquainted
with things as they are. Active intuition was his attempt to theorize about
this by looking at the way self and world interact. The go-between would be
the relation of each to the body.

He calls it a “standpoint” rather than a “theory,” however, because he is
not simply concerned with describing a relationship but more with encour-
aging a new way of seeing the things of life. In terms of the idea itself, it
could as well have been called an “intuitive acting” or an “active intuiting,”
since it is both of these. Nishida settled on the nonverbal, substantive term
in order to take advantage of the apparent paradox of calling active what is
normally considered passive.

On the face of it, acting and intuiting seem to represent two distinct but
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equally human ways of relating oneself to the world, roughly corresponding
to the subjective and the objective. As a subject, I relate to the world and
³nd my place in it by manipulating it, consuming it, refashioning it, or oth-
erwise acting on it, whether bodily or mentally. As mental action, this is
reµection in which the ego seeks to mirror the world, including itself, in
itself. Action is a centrifugal movement of self to world. As an object in the
world among other objects, I am acted upon passively by what transcends
me. This is what I experience physically as the working of need or desire,
and what in the mental realm Nishida refers to here as intuition. Whether
this intuition be mere sense perception or high artistic inspiration, it is
something that occurs to me rather than something I make occur. Intuition
is the centripetal movement of world back to self. If intellectual reµection
distills the role of the subject as agent, intuition dilutes the subject in order
to bring into relief the agency of the world as object. 

As is his wont, Nishida sets up the contradiction in order to undercut it.
If the self is “a dialectical item in a dialectical world,” it cannot view the
dialectical elements of the world from without, but must recognize itself as
part of the same structure. His idea is that action and intuition, the seer and
the seen, can be seen as jointed at the roots in the body, which both sees the
world and is the receptacle for the world’s making itself seen—so that nei-
ther can ever be abstracted from the other. The clue for this is in the idea
that the activity of the self is never direct but always involves instrumental-
ity. This is true not only of our physical interventions in the world but also
our mental representations of it. Ideas always intend something and as such
are instrumental. Nishida pursues his idea of the acting self through the
body.

Usually we think of ourselves as at one remove from the instruments we
use to manipulate the world. This is only natural, Nishida observes, because
we have the freedom to use the instrument or not, whereas the instrument
does not enjoy that same freedom to be used or to refuse to be used. This
way of thinking carries over to our attitude to our bodies, which serve us as
instruments to perceive the world and move around in it. At the same time
it de³nes my place in the world as one thing among other things. If we stop
there, we fall into a mind-body dualism of the same sort as the subject-
object dualism. Mind can never become body, body can never become
mind. Nishida’s idea is that body is not merely another thing in the world
but is at the same time both thing and self. It is the paradigmatic instrument
in terms of which all other instruments become “extensions of the body.” 

Thus the body cannot relate the mind to the world unless it belongs
essentially to both. The mere parallelism between mind and body based on
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the identi³cation of the body with passive sense perception and of the mind
with the active reworking of those perceptions into ideas is undercut in the
prior identity of self and world in which the self that intuits through acting
can never be separated from the world that is acting in all intuition.

In all knowing, there is not only one’s active, reµective grasp of things
but a passive intuition in which one is grasped by things. The problem is,
this ordinary, spontaneous knowing is kept out of reach because of a prior
commitment to the idea that one must either be subjective or objective
about things, but never both at the same time. Nishida wants a conversion
to a new standpoint of awareness in which one sees through the falsehood of
this dichotomy. Passive intuition must not overwhelm mental action with
the promise of pure objective knowledge of the world, and active intellec-
tion must not eclipse the actuality of the objective world with the resigna-
tion to its own transcendental predispositions. Rather, a new relationship
must be cultivated in which self and world inter-act and inter-intuit each
other. Self has to be understood as a subject that is not a non-object, and
world has to be understood as an object that is not a non-subject. As
Nishida says, one needs to awaken to “a seeing without a seer.”

As dense as this idea sounds in condensation, it is not complicated.
What keeps it from becoming a sort of mystical union in which self and
world simply melt one into the other in the mystery of perception, is the
fact that Nishida never really treated self and world as equals. To the end,
his primary focus was on knowing, an expansion of awareness, and not on
simply letting reality be what it was and do what it did. Granted, at the cos-
mic level he believed that every increase in awareness was a collaboration
with that work of reality; as a thinker he was devoted to thinking about
things in any case. The dif³culty with his idea of active intuition was that,
once spoken, there was nothing else to be said about it. As a standpoint, it
served to criticize other standpoints, but did not lead him much further.
Nonetheless, it did seem to lay to rest the specters of the epistemological
problems that had haunted him through his struggles with the neo-Kan-
tians. It also gave him a sort of ontology based on knowing. Active intuition
was, in effect, Nishida’s de³nition of “being.”

A second lens that Nishida ground in order to see philosophy as self-
awareness is what he called knowing by becoming. The idea of becoming
something as opposed to thinking about it is pre³gured in An Inquiry into
the Good:

All people believe that there is a ³xed, unchanging principle in the universe
and that all things are established according to it…. This principle is creative,
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so that we can become it and work at one with it, but it is not something we
can see as an object of consciousness.

Leaving aside the particular context of these remarks —Nishida is talking
about consciousness as the sole reality— the idea of becoming a thing, which
lay dormant for years, resurrects in a more general use in the sense that one
knows and acts upon particular items of the world. This was what Nishida
repeatedly called “thinking something by becoming it—doing something by
becoming it.” 

The idea would have to wait for Nishitani to serve as a clear bridge to
Buddhist thinking about the mind-body unity. Nishida used it as a
metaphoric expression to draw attention to something that the abstract
logic of active intuition tends to obscure, namely, the transformation that
takes place in one who intuits actively and acts intuitively. Implied in the
idea of thinking and acting by becoming what we think and act is the sense
that one is more fully aware of self and world in a state where the two are
seen as one than in a state where one is allowed to lord it over the other.
Such “knowledge” is not susceptible to expression in objective or in subjec-
tive terms. Hence its expression aims neither to replace nor simply to sup-
plement the language of subject and objects, but to voice an awareness of
the limitations of everything we can know and say because of the dichotomy
we set up between self and world. In this sense, it is neither an epistemologi-
cal principle nor an invitation to mystical intuition. It is an attempt to locate
“seeing without a seer” at the requisite foundations of all true knowledge
about self and world.

16 art and morality as self-expression. Nishida’s
idea of active intuition was basically designed, as we noted, to show the cor-
relative interdependence of the activity of mental reµection and the passivity
of taking in the world. Not only the layers of meaning contained in the term
intuition but the idea of acting in the world lend themselves to thinking
about artistic expression. In Nishida’s case, it is not a case of a simple
metaphor; artistic creation was itself a direct extension of the notion of
“body” that he had set up to mediate the dialectic of active intuition.

His ³rst sustained attempt to tackle the relevance of aesthetics for his
idea of active intuition was in a book entitled Art and Morality, published in
1923. In it he seeks a common ground for the apparently conµicting ideas of
art and morality. He rejected both an idea of ars gratia artis that would erase
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the distinction, and a moralism that would swallow art up in its own con-
cern by seeing it as an enhancement of the interior life of the individual or
an expression of ethical judgments about the things of life. From the start he
was committed to a correlation of the truth, the good, and the beautiful,
and he carried out that commitment by trying to see art and morality as
self-expressions of the same vital force at work in the foundations of con-
sciousness—absolute will.

It will be recalled that Nishida had concluded his struggles with neo-
Kantian thought in an idea of absolute will. In subsequent essays, mainly in
a 1920 collection of essays published as The Question of Consciousness, he
pursued the connection between consciousness and will further, reviewing a
wide range of philosophical and psychological positions, Spinoza, Leibniz,
Wundt, and Brentano ³guring most prominently in the picture. Unlike that
earlier work, Nishida seems to be on top of his material in Art and Morality,
checking his major philosophical intuitions out and sharpening his own
position. The mystical tone of absolute will is all but absent.

Despite the title of the work, the question of aesthetics clearly plays a
secondary role to this ongoing concern with the will as a metaphysical prin-
ciple and uni³er of consciousness. The space actually devoted to the process
of artistic creation is very small, and the appreciation of actual art left to
passing remarks. The connection of will to art may be summarized handily
in his own words, which give a good idea of the nature of his “aesthetics”
and the complexity of the context in which he located it:

In actual willing subject and object are united and the “I” ³nds itself in a
context of action. This is what I call the standpoint of absolute will. In the
same way, artistic activity is enters into the true reality that is the object of
this actual willing. To enter into that reality the whole body must be concen-
trated into a single force and become a single activity. The truly actual is not
found at some point determined by conditions of space and time. Rather it is
something that projects consciousness in general inwards, something that
lodges within experience itself the in³nite forward progress of an ideal. Par-
ticular, individual instances of unity only become visible in the never-ending
advance of unity. The artist should not think about these things unless he is
holding his brush. Only when facing the canvas, brush in hand, does that
in³nite advance background open up and make it clear how he should paint.

A short essay on Goethe written ten years later, after Nishida’s preoccu-
pation with absolute will had subsided and the role of absolute nothingness
had come much more to the fore, takes up this ³nal point in much more
satisfying fashion. There he declares that art is an expression of beauty, in
which the free self transcends time by uncovering eternity in the present
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moment. By enveloping himself in the reality whose beauty he aims to
express, the artist is able to “mirror eternity in eternity,” and this effect is
able to touch those who view the art and draw them into that same world.
Michelangelo’s Schiavi and Rodin’s sculptures are cited as examples of
“reliefs hewn out of the marble block of eternity.” In more philosophical
language he describes its object as realizing a harmony between intuition
and reµection—or as he says in this context, between the inner and the
outer worlds of the artist. Brush in hand and standing before his canvas, the
painter is able to discover the depths of his own personality and at the same
time to release control to the expression of an in³nite idea. Or again, to cite
an earlier example of the art of calligraphy that Nishida himself practiced:
“It is a revelation of the free throb of life itself.… As a direct expression of
rhythm itself, we may call it the art most immediate to our self.”

Once the purely epistemological aspects of active intuition had been set
in the broader context of Nishida’s distinctively eastern metaphysics, his
concern with art tended to crystallize around a discussion of the basic differ-
ences between western and eastern art. The basic elements of art discussed
above are, as he recognized, universal. The difference between art east and
west, Nishida argues, is that the east tends to be more expressive of the space
in which the personal element is absorbed, creating the sense of “a voiceless
echo reverberating without form and without bounds” in the heart of artist
and viewer. The eternal is present in its absence, and the importance of the
empty spaces and two-dimensional space, particularly noticeable in much
classical Chinese art but also in early Christian art, is crucial. The Greek idea
was different. Here the eternal is made visible in a perfection of form and
boundaries. This carried on into the Renaissance, where the person came
more and more not only into the foreground but also into the expression of
particular sentiments and aspirations in the background. He ³nds this, for
example, in Michelangelo’s way of making his subject emerge from “the tur-
bulent black µames of a deep abyss.” 

The same pattern is applied to Goethe’s poetry, where the personal
appeal is strong, despite the inµuence of Spinoza’s pantheism, where a two-
dimensional, formless, timeless substantia removes the individual from the
picture. Goethe’s gift is his ability to create a resonance between the bot-
tomless depths of the human spirit and the bottomless enveloping of the
eternal. In Goethe form and spirit become one, and he thus provides a
bridge to the east and its pursuit of a peace of mind outside time:

When history is taken to mean… the eternal now, when past and future are
extinguished in the present, everything comes from nowhere and goes to
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nowhere, and everything that is, is eternally just what it is. This way of think-
ing courses in the depths of the civilizations of the east in which we have
been raised. 

This enveloping “reality” or “eternal now” in which the artist is caught
up is here called for the ³rst time absolute nothingness. If we leave these
ideas to one side for the moment, without entering into the other examples
Nishida’s gives or into a criticism of his comparison of east and west, the
main point is that Nishida’s interest is not in criticizing or classifying partic-
ular forms of art but in laying out the metaphysical background. If there is
any judgment of what distinguishes good art from bad, it is a function of the
degree to which the artist is given over to this background. It is not a ques-
tion of conscious will aiming to express something transcendent, but of a
state of awareness in which the artistic medium takes over, releasing the
mind from its subjectivity and reality from its objectivity.

Behind the scenes stands a more general idea of “self-expression” based
on his idea of active intuition. Nishida saw the objective world not as a
given that can be viewed from without, but always as the self-expression of
reality itself. Accordingly, the historical world is not merely the environ-
ment for the ascent of individual consciousness to full self-awareness; it is
itself part of the process. In seeking to clarify its relation to the world in
terms of a common reality at work, consciousness becomes more fully
aware of itself than when it simply works on the objective world from the
standpoint of the thinking subject. Self-awareness is the highest form of the
self-expression of reality precisely because it is able to see through the ordi-
nary idea of a subject looking at the world, to view that common force at
work:

When we submerge ourselves into the depths of self-awareness in active intu-
ition and take the standpoint of a self whose seeing has negated the seer, all
things that exist are transformed into a self-awareness and a self-expression.
From such a standpoint, what we think of as the “conscious self” is no more
than a self that has become visible because it has been expressed. 

From such a standpoint, “self-expression,” artistic or otherwise, is very
different from the usual meaning of the term, according to which an indi-
vidual inserts one’s individuality at the heart of what one is expressing.
What reaches expression transcends the individual at the same time as it
µows from the deepest, innermost wellsprings of will, beyond the will of
everyday ego.

The foundations of morality, Nishida suggests, can be understood from
this same standpoint of the self-expression of absolute will. It cannot be
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based on abstract universal laws but only on an awareness of the impulse of
life itself. Where it differs from art is that the goal it serves is not the artistic
creation but religion, by which he understands the concrete and disciplined
effort to efface the everyday self in its intellectual, affective, and volitional
dimensions in order to be free to act in accord with the truth. But like his
aesthetics, Nishida’s morality is worked out on a metaphysical plane, far
from the questions we normally associate with moral activity.

What Nishida expected of himself in the way of a view of morality was
certainly not the generation of concrete norms, but neither was it a
demarcation of even the most general norms on which to base an ethic. He
was concerned with morality as a state of awareness, one that did not really
concern itself with the clari³cation of the formation and deformation of
social and individual conscience, let alone the way in which cultural mores
generate and color universal principles. All he wanted was to locate the
foundations for moral action in the structure of consciousness, imitating
Kant’s question if not his response. He did not disappoint himself.

A history of ethical theories had been the ³rst philosophical project he
set himself. That he never ³nished it, leaving only fragments of that project
in An Inquiry into the Good, is more than coincidence. And when he came to
the neo-Kantians, one of his intentions was to clarify the distinction between
fact and value, which led Rickert and Cohen to relate their aesthetics to
questions of love and ethics. Here, too, he sidestepped this aspect of their
thought and dealt with value strictly in terms of meaning, not of action. Art
and Morality µows in the same channels. The “ought” is ultimately
identi³ed with the real, and this identi³cation is a function of awareness. 

The closest he will come to speaking of the need for moral principles
generated from this awareness is to say that a concrete ethics based on
awareness of the self is something possible and desirable:

When we are born as individuals in a particular society,… the legal system of
that society confronts the I as an external authority that is not to be trans-
gressed.… When we have completely lost respect for the law, we have to look
for that authority within ourselves.… A moral motivation that is purely for-
mal and without content cannot give us an objective moral law;… it cannot
but land us in subjectivism. True moral conduct, which is an end in itself, in
which the inner and the outer are united, requires something objective cre-
ated from a moral a priori. 

The objectivity he has in mind is not one that generates speci³c or general
imperatives but one that grounds them. Nishida likens particular moral
ideals in a given society to the way a particular biological species participates
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in the great µow of life by giving it shape and making it real. Thus, the inner
awareness of moral a priori is advanced by being speci³ed in the outer
world, but only completed when the self returns to a state in which the
external has been re-internalized. Without being detained by the particular
details of the externalization, Nishida restores the discovery of the moral law
to the self as an “inner environment in which one makes speci³c the life of
spirit.”

What the completion of a treatise on artistic intuition with an excursus
on morality makes clear is that the level of awareness achieved in authentic
artistic expression is not the function of an artistic career but is an “ought”
that lies dormant in all ordinary consciousness, waiting to be awakened. The
true self is a universal human vocation, the refusal to listen and respond to
which is the root of everything evil, untrue, and ugly.

17 absolute nothingness. The idea of grounding all
thought in a single, absolute principle continued to pester Nishida, like a µy
buzzing inside his head that he could not swat down. While the terms “pure
experience” and “absolute will” had disappeared, the assumption of an
absolute beyond subject and object and yet somehow knowable had not.
The more he realized that none of his solutions had managed really to dis-
lodge the subject from center stage—in his terms, that a certain “psycholo-
gism” still remained—the more acute became the need for a replacement
absolute. He sought it in a turn to religion and found it in the idea of noth-
ingness.

The idea of nothingness is tightly braided with the accompanying
changes in Nishida’s logic, and indeed it is the polysemic use to which he
put the idea that adds all the complications for which it is notorious, and
which at the same time left it open for further development by others like
Tanabe and Nishitani. Still, since this idea, in one or the other variation, is
so distinctive of the Kyoto-school philosophers, it is worth trying to abstract
the main outlines of Nishida’s understanding before providing that fuller
context.

Nishida makes it clear that in taking the steps to an ontology of noth-
ingness he is taking on a major supposition of philosophy up until then. “I
think that we can distinguish the west to have considered being as the
ground of reality, the east to have taken nothingness as its ground.” This
does not mean that he understood the introduction of the concept of noth-
ingness as a mere paraphrase or mirror-image of the concept of being that
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had to take on all the traits and functions of the concept it was replacing. It
was rather a relativizing of being, which he saw as absolute in western
thought, to a greater absolute.

There are suggestive phrases concerning nothingness in An Inquiry into
the Good that are not inconsistent with the fuller idea Nishida would
develop later, but neither are they markedly inconsistent with traditional
ontology, in which nothingness is by and large seen as a correlative to being.
The reason is that Nishida was not interested in its ontological status at the
time. He began using the term as a way of expressing the negation of the self
that sets itself up as a subject perceiving the objects of the world. This self
had to be “made nothing” so that it could open up into its truer self. The
use of this expression, not uncommon in Japanese but unusual in philo-
sophical language, which prefers to speak of simple negation, was clearly
deliberate. The allusion to Zen, where meditation on “nothingness” and talk
of no-self and no-mind was everywhere in evidence, would not have been
lost on his readers. Nishida did not draw it directly, since this was not the
context he was speaking in. He did mean, though, as Zen means, that he was
not talking about prepositional or rational negation, but about the disci-
plined effort of dispensing with the bias of seeing oneself as a subject stand-
ing in a world of objects.

The step from the use of nothingness as an expression of negation to the
idea of nothingness as a metaphysical absolute was a large one that did not
come directly from Zen, and has by no means been universally accepted in
Zen circles. For his part, Nishida did not introduce it as a Zen idea at all, or
even as a Buddhist idea. To have done so would have required a greater
familiarity with the classical sources, Chinese and Japanese, Taoist and Bud-
dhist, than he was prepared to claim. It was enough for him that the idea
was distinctively eastern. 

To call it absolute nothingness is to say that it does not itself come to be
or pass away, and in this sense is opposed to the world of being. To call it
absolute nothingness—or the “nothingness of the absolute” as he often calls
it—is to say that it is beyond encompassing by any phenomenon, individ-
ual, event, or relationship in the world. Its absoluteness means precisely that
it is not de³ned as an opposite to anything in the world of being. It is
“absolved” of any opposition that could render it relative, so that its only
opposition to the world of being is that of an absolute to a relative. Noth-
ingness opposes the world as absolute to relative. The negation of subject
and object—or the negation of the self that rests on the subject-object dis-
tinction—is in the ³rst instance, relative since it de³nes itself in opposition
to the af³rmation of those things. These negations do not become an
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absolute nothingness until they have been absolved of that de³ning opposi-
tion, that is, until they are seen as a ³rst step in the self-determination of the
nothingness of the absolute itself, in which what has been negated in being
is again reaf³rmed just as it is. In absolute nothingness, as Nishida says,
“true negation is a negation of negation.”

To call reality itself absolute nothingness, then, is to say that all of reality
is subject to the dialectic of being and not-being, that the identity of each
thing is bound to an absolute contradictoriness. In other words, nothing-
ness not only relativizes the “ground of being,” it relativizes any model of
co-existence or harmony that sublates, transcends, debilitates, or otherwise
obscures that contrariness. At the same time, it is to say that the ascent of
nothingness to self-awareness in human consciousness, “to see being itself
directly as nothingness,” is both the place at which the self can directly intuit
itself and the place at which the absolute becomes most fully real. 

From early attempts to describe the idea of nothingness as a kind of
“in³nite idea” intuited at the depths of the self, it grew into a metaphysical
principle proper. Nishida calls it “the universal of universals,” by which he
means to name it the highest principle of reality and that which relativizes
all other universals of thought. The identity of the individual is a coinci-
dence of two limiting principles: its own activity (self-determination of the
individual) and the objective fact of being one among many (the determina-
tion of the universal). Although time can be understood as a dynamic shap-
ing of the world as determinations of individuality and of universality, time
does not account for either of these, nor does either for the other. Their
ground must lie in a self-actualizing totality that is absolute relative to all
determinations, be they of the individual or of the many. It must be like a
timelessness in time, an eternal now. 

Consciousness does not stand outside the world to watch all of this
going on from a privileged position. Like all other items of being, it is self-
determining and determined by the universal. In respect to time, too, con-
sciousness belongs among the items of the world of being: it both is a process
(insofar as it occurs in the µow of time) and is not a process (insofar as it is
located on the permanent ground of nothingness). As with all things, so
with human consciousness, it is absolute nothingness that creates a place for
self-identity to take place, a place that neither the historical world of time
nor consciousness itself can create. Once this place has been established as
the ultimate horizon, Nishida is able to return to time and see it not only as
belonging to the world of relative being but also as a “self-determination” of
absolute nothingness in the historical world. That is to say, in the very con-
tradiction of the idea of the present moment as continuous with the past
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and discontinuous towards the future, the absolute of nothingness is mani-
fest. And at the same time, Nishida can return to consciousness and see that
its achievement of true self-awareness does not stop at simply being con-
scious of reality as the activity of nothingness, but recognizes this self-actu-
alizing as expressed paradigmatically in the unity of the awakened self itself.

18 identity and opposition. In An Inquiry into the Good
Nishida had spoken of a given unity in reality that exists prior to the mind’s
carving it up into a dualism of subject and object in order to render it intel-
ligible. In time, he was to shift his idiom to speak of the real as a self-identity.
There is not a great shift in content, only in emphasis. His choice of terms is
signi³cant, however. Rejecting the idea of a principle of individuation as he
found it in western philosophy—that which gives a thing its identity, based
on the idea of an underlying substance in things—Nishida suggests that the
true identity of the individual only emerges through a co-existence of oppo-
sites. The device of establishing identity through contradiction is more than
a means of criticizing the way we identify items in the world with the lan-
guage or ideas we have fashioned to take them out of their native environ-
ments and make a home for them in thinking. This element is certainly
there, but it is not the most important for Nishida. In the same way that his
idea of nothingness reached beyond logic and into ontology, so, too, self-
identity is meant to take over the role that substantia or hypokeimenon has
played in traditional philosophy since Aristotle. Hence it is a self-identity in
the double sense noted earlier: it is spontaneous and it has to do with the
true nature of things.

The introduction of a principle of individuation based on opposition is
not meant to imply a dualism of absolute principles in the world or innate
in the nature of the individual items of the world. Neither is it meant to
simply relativize the opposites from a higher standpoint or locate them in a
dialectical process where the opposition is eventually dissolved. The only
true unity or unifying principle, Nishida saw, was one that allowed individ-
uals, just as they are, to stand in opposition to one another as absolute con-
tradictories. Only in this way can their true identity be known:

As Hegel has stated, reality is contradiction, and the deeper the contradic-
tion, the more we can think of it as true reality. For the more profound and
spontaneous internal unity becomes, the more it includes contradiction
within itself.
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As with everything in Nishida’s philosophy, so here, too, all questions of
logic and metaphysics had to answer to the fundamental question of illumi-
nating the self. It was not a matter of ³nding a standpoint from which to
“transcend” opposition but rather of bringing it down to a problem of con-
sciousness, a standpoint of “transdescendence” as he called it. In this sense,
the ³nal paradigm for the union of opposites in reality lay not in the cosmos
but in the self-awareness of the individual.

The notion of totality as a coincidence or harmonizing of opposites was
one Nishida was familiar with from western philosophy, where it has a long
and pluriform history. The principle oppositions that ³rst drove Nishida to
introduce a similar idea into his own philosophy, as we see in a rather late
essay on the subject, were that between subject and object and between the
past and the future. He ³rst spoke of a “constellation of self-contradictions,”
and then changed it to the clumsier but distinctive term “the self-identity of
absolute contradictories.” Once he had worked the idea out, he applied it to
any number of oppositions and did not hesitate to cite analogous ideas from
the history of philosophy and mystical thought to clarify his meaning. The
most common function of the idea, however, is one that is not accompanied
by the formula as such but that shows up in the increased use of grammati-
cal expressions combining af³rmation and negation.

For Nishida true self-identity does not take the form “A is A” but that
of a unity of contradictories, so that, as we have just seen, “the more self-
contradictory the opposites are, the more it is a self-identity.” There is no
question here of offending the principle of non-contradiction, but of rela-
tivizing it as unsuited to the task of talking about reality. In other words,
Nishida does not say “A is not-A” but rather something like “A-in-not-A is
A.” The matter merits a closer look lest it be too quickly dismissed as a piece
of oriental mumbo-jumbo, as it not uncommonly is. In fact, it is rather sim-
ple to understand.

The copulative –in- translates a Chinese character of notorious ambigu-
ity (usually pronounced soku in Japanese). Its meanings include “i.e.”, “at
the same time”, “and also”, “or”, “forthwith,” and “as such.” The common
ingredient is the connecting of two items or attributes, the second of which
is attached to the ³rst as a matter of course. The character by itself does not
say is in the sense of the opposite of is not, and therefore cannot be said to
engage the law of non-contradiction as such. There is therefore nothing lin-
guistic to prevent Nishida from using it to join elements, like “A” and “not-
A,” that in ordinary logical language would be a contradiction.

Nishida does not draw attention to the logic of soku explicitly until his
last essay, at which time he puts it in the context of Buddhist logic and his
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own idea of inverse correspondence, which we will take up separately. For
now it is enough to note that the soku joining contradictories does not point
to the same relationship that ordinary logics have no choice but to force
into the formula “A is not B.” He has no intention of dispensing with the
rules of grammar “A is not not-A” and “B is not-A,” which are implied in
the distinction between is and is not. If he did, he would have to give up
arguing sensibly altogether. What he means to say is rather something like
this: “A is not just A, and not-A is not just not-A; neither are the two simply
different aspects of one and the same thing; A is A and not-A is not-A, but
neither of them are real unless each belongs to the other just as it is.” And
the reason he says this is that it allows him to say that “A transforms B and B
transforms A” in virtue of “something common to both.”

At this point a certain confusion enters the picture when we realize that
what Nishida calls “contradictories” are often closer to what we might call
“contraries” or “correlatives.” Af³rmation-in-negation, continuity-in-dis-
continuity, being-in-nothingness, and subjective-in-objective are, rightly
speaking, copulations of contradictories. They cannot co-exist in the same
thing at the same time without offending the rules of logical discourse. Self-
in-other, death-in-life, past-in-future, one-in-many, on the other hand, are
not so obviously contradictory since they are readily understood to share a
common basis—human encounter, creativity, will, totality, or what have
you. To say that there is an af³rmation that is at the same time and just as it
is a negation, or that there is a connection that is at the same time and just as
it is a disconnection, is to talk nonsense. But to speak of the identity of the
self as entailing the other, of life entailing death, is to see these terms as cor-
relatives, requiring one another and a common medium (or universal) to be
understood. This is the way dialectical logic proceeds, and there is nothing
logically “contradictory” about it.

The question is, which of these was Nishida opting for? Surprisingly
enough, it seems to have been the former. While he does talk of the histori-
cal world as a dialectical process already from his early writings, his own
idea of absolute nothingness as the ultimate explanation of why things are
and why they are what they are, required a different logical formulation.
Hegel’s conviction that being and consciousness are ultimately identical, the
one evolving out of the other, lay at the root of his dialectic. It also allowed
Hegel to take the step—whether necessary or not, that is another ques-
tion—of going beyond mere dialectical mediation to seeing logical contra-
diction as an expression of this evolution in action.

There is some of this in Nishida. In particular, his idea of af³rmation-
in-negation is cut of the same cloth as Hegel’s idea that a negation clari³es
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the meaning of an af³rmation. The difference is that Nishida was not bent
on seeing a dialectic at work in particular historical events the way Hegel
was, nor did he conclude that all contradiction, whether in categories of
thought or in social movement, is simply the manifestation of a deeper
unity that gives them their reality. The examples he chose were chosen for
one of two motives: either they enlightened the way consciousness falls into
and overcomes the subject-object dichotomy, or they pointed to the basic
contradiction between being and nothingness. The way he carries this out is
epistemological in the ³rst instance, ontological in the second.

Epistemologically, the language of absolute contradictories joined
together draws attention to the limitations of language and logical forms to
express the full meaning of conscious experience. As a subject I take the
things of the world as objects. I am interested in “what” a thing is, and lan-
guage and logic help me to distinguish it both from any interference of my
own and from other things. But when I shift my attention to the fact “that”
things are experienced, I must take leave of my disinterested objectivity to
account for the way in which the meanings accruing to the experience
because of affect, will, memory, prejudice, and so forth all intermingle in my
“knowing” what a thing is. Similarly, the “that” of experience requires that I
take into account the relationship that any particular thing has with the
other things that judgments of its “what” abstract from. Straightforward
judgments of af³rmation and relationship break down. If the experience as
such can be said to have an identity that includes both the experiencer and
the experienced, then its identity overµows the rules of language.

To say that language is inadequate is not to say that formulating the
identity of that “that” as a self-identity of absolute contradictories does any
better than, say, poetic or artistic expression in which things are allowed to
run together without concern for af³rmation or negation, continuity or dis-
continuity. The reason for the formula has to be sought elsewhere.

The second, ontological motive is grounded on the metaphysical princi-
ple that if every relative thing that is, at the same time located on an absolute
foundation of a nothingness, then its identity is automatically a coincidence
of the relative and the absolute. Here we see the crux of the formulation of
an absolute identity of absolute contradictories: self-identity is not an
enhancement of an item of reality or an attribute, but merely a way of stat-
ing that the fact that things have an identity of their own at all is not due to
something internal to them—a substantial principle—but is based on the
location of the relative world of being in an absolute of nothingness.

These two motivations are not parallel but concurrent. When we see
contradictories and contraries coinciding in the world of being, we see how
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consciousness and language have trouble putting up with the raw facts of
experience as they present themselves to us, and at the same time we see
them as a microcosm of the ultimate dialectic of being and nothingness. In
the end, the logical form of the self-identity of absolute contradictories is
another version of the prototype of human consciousness reµecting the way
the real is.

19 the historical world. The place Nishida gave to
history is one of the weakest points of his thought, and the lack will be glar-
ing when he turns to questions of political philosophy. As his position is not
argued at length, it has to be reassembled from his remarks about time and
allusions to history scattered throughout his works.

Nishida generally refers to history in terms of what he calls “the histori-
cal world.” The use of the term is telling. His ³nal concern is not so much
with the events whose unfolding gives us our concrete idea of history as a
µow of time, as with the metaphysical place of history. The historical world
can then be seen as a whole that can be relativized by locating it in a wider
context of what it “expresses,” namely the self-actualization of absolute
nothingness. This is not an intuitive leap he takes all at once; it is arrived at
by patiently setting up the idea of the history of the world of being that has
to be broken through to its truer foundations.

The historical world is distinguished by an ongoing transition “from the
done to the doing,” that is, “from what has been ³nished to what is still in-
the-making.” But Nishida sees this not from the viewpoint of the cumula-
tive results—for example, as the advance and decline of civilizations, cul-
tures, technologies, and the like—but from the viewpoint of individual
consciousness caught in the grip of time, straddling the past and the future.
Concreteness is supplied by means of what he calls “the historical body,”
which basically extends the idea of the body we saw earlier as mediating
between consciousness and the world in active intuition to make it the
mediator of history. This works in two directions. It means that the body
gives concreteness to historical life, and that the historical world gives the
body an arena in which to work. In the end, the historical body is a means
to enhance self-awareness or, as Nishida says, “to ground the self in the
depths of the body.” These two opposing functions of the body are experi-
enced as a struggle between the determinations of the concrete environment
in which one is placed and the desire to be free of those determinations—to
move beyond what has been created to create something of one’s own.
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In this binding the historical world to human consciousness, Nishida
subsumes the history of the natural world, which is not of itself conscious of
the process, into the personal search of the self for higher meaning. Aware-
ness of the present moment, accordingly, is given privilege of place in his-
tory, as a kind of dialectical middle-ground between the facts of the past and
the possibilities of the future. The form that time seems to give to history is
only the surface of an underlying formlessness, an absolute nothingness
expressing itself in the world and recognized in an awareness of the self that
has overcome ordinary ego-consciousness. This is what I understand him to
mean when he claims that the historical world, like time in general, is “a
determination that is at the same time a negation of determination.” 

Nishida does not, therefore, see the contradiction of past and present as
overcome in the forward advance of history only to be regenerated in new
form. For him, the basic question of the philosophy of history is how to
unify these contradictions of time and how to unify all the beings caught up
in them—that is, how to give history its self-identity “as an absolute contra-
diction of the one and the many”—and the only way to respond to that
question is to transcend temporality. He is not so much concerned with any
sense in which past and present can be said to co-exist in current events, as
with locating the point of the eternal now that discloses the true identity of
time and history. In this way, the temporality of time is relocated in the
present, the locus of a more basic process of self-determination going on.
This is how I understand him when he said that the self-awareness of the
present is “a contradictory self-identity of time and space.”

In this way, Nishida is able to “locate” the historical world in its meta-
physical ground, at the same time as he preserves the temporality of the his-
torical world not as a feature inherent in the things of the world but only as
a perceived relationship between what things have been and what they are
becoming. The essential nature of history is not to be sought in the µow of
events in time but in the ground of everything in nothingness.

This view of time and history ³ts hand in glove with his idea of knowing
things just as they are by becoming them. The locus at which such true
knowing takes place is at the ground of their history, not in the temporality
of their own becoming. Thus when he claims that one needs to become a
bamboo in order to know one, he is talking about knowing the inner nature
of the bamboo, not its historicity. To break with the attachment of con-
sciousness to the subject-object distinction, he has to abstract from the fact
that things and the minds that know them have a history. In other words,
what one might learn from a bamboo by raising one from a sprout to a full-
grown plant is relative knowing by a historical subject of a historical object.



Nishida’s focus was on the eternal now of the bamboo that can be intuited
only by forsaking time for a locus outside of time. The assumption was that
once one had seen the world from this locus, one would be able to look at the
world of historical becoming with renewed and deeper insight. But this was
a step that Nishida seems to have had trouble negotiating with any success.

From the foregoing, it would seem as if Nishida had µoated himself
fairly high above the historical world as we normally conceive of it. In fact,
however, he tied a rope around his ankle and moored the other end to con-
crete history at a most peculiar spot, namely the living tradition of Japanese
culture. We will leave details of his remarks for later. For now, it is the his-
torical framework in which he cast those reµections that concerns us. 

The gap that Nishida had left between the metaphysical ground of the
historical world in absolute nothingness and the actual events that make up
that world as we live in it, was too great to bridge in a single bound. The
number of questions that arise in shifting the focus from self-awareness to
the analysis of the structures of historical change, as Nishida was surely
aware, was too many to handle all at once. At the same time, the demand for
rootedness in the present did not allow the luxury of a studied pace.
Nishida’s response was to leap over the gap and throw himself directly into
a very generalized comparison of ideas of history east and west in the hopes
of carrying something of his thought into the previously unfamiliar realms
of social conscience.

The Greeks, he said, had viewed historical time as a shadow cast by eter-
nal ideas that µowed into the present from the past. Christianity has broken
with that idea by orienting history to the eschaton, so that the present
always µowed ahead towards the future. Japan’s eastern culture does nei-
ther. It is focused on a symbiosis of past and future in the here-and-now
that allows time to µow in both directions. In this sense, its image of history
subsumes the dialectical opposites of Greek and Christian culture.

Even granted that all three cultures have developed a plurality of views
of history, as referring to a general cultural mode of thought the idea is
interesting enough. And as part of his general adventure of ideas, introduc-
ing eastern ideas into western philosophy at the point where the latter ceases
to describe reality as it is experienced, we would in fact expect some such
statement. But what we also expect is that it be made as a statement about
modes of thought, and therefore at the same level of abstraction as the rest
of his philosophy. Instead, the best he can manage is the suggestion that
“the point of contact between cultures east and west is to be sought in
Japan.” For the rest, his talk of the concrete world is bound to the cultural
structures of Japan, and only Japan. The living world of history, in short, is
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identi³ed with questions of the living Japanese spirit, the emperor-system,
the national polity, the role of Japanese culture in Asia, and so forth. Allu-
sions to western philosophy in this context are restricted to remarks on how
they do not capture the essence of the oriental mind. In doing this, Nishida
lands himself in a frame of discourse that seems to allow his philosophy to
stand as a justi³cation for the concrete, historical reality of the country at
that time. This was to prove an unfortunate step. And it is a step aggravated
by the fact that the moral question, otherwise highly abstract in his thought,
shows up here in an unexpected speci³city, identifying the state as the pri-
mary “moral reality.” We will look at this step presently. For now something
should be said about the abstractness of his attention to the moral. 

In principle, Nishida’s nothingness does not have the other-worldly
nature of the transcendent God, but in moral matters ends up more removed
from the historical world than the Christian metaphysic, a problem that
Tanabe and Nishitani would later struggle with more directly. The fault lies
not in the idea of absolute nothingness as such, but with his view of history
and the consequent dehistoricization of morality in his philosophy proper,
as we saw earlier.

Nishida sees a fundamental contradiction of form and content at the
heart of the moral self. On the one hand, we have the moral ideal to be
strived for—the form—and on the other, the reality of one’s own imperfec-
tion—the content. The more one is aware of one’s own imperfection, the
more brightly does the ideal glow. This prompts a kind of rupture in the self
that open up into religious consciousness. In Nishida’s thought, this contra-
diction is relativized by seeing the moral anguish, and the self that suffers it,
caught up in an absolute where there is no good or evil, no sin or ideal—
only nothingness. This is, for Nishida, the core of the experience of “salva-
tion.” In this way, the core of morality is shifted away from evil in the world
to the consciousness of evil in the self. And with it, the imperfections of the
world are left to history to sort out.

The context of these remarks is one of the few instances in which
Nishida strings together examples from Zen to illustrate what he is talking
about, recon³rming the fact that moral responsibility towards concrete evil
in history has long been the Achilles’ heel of Zen. My point is not to fault
Nishida for not having had another focus to his philosophy than the one he
had. I wish only to indicate that one should not expect much in the way of
insight on problems of history and morality from Nishida. At the same time
I register surprise that he should have dipped into the political arena of the
day, armed with a philosophy whose focus was clearly on the expansion of



consciousness into self-awareness and not on sorting out the root causes of
injustice and prejudice, as one would expect from a political philosopher.

20 the logic of locus. Nishida’s ³rst treatise on the
logic of locus appeared in 1926. The idea, unlike any other, was like a mag-
net that drew to itself all his other ideas and increased its pull, if not its clar-
ity of de³nition, to the end of his work. Clearly, it was this idea, more than
any single work, that was Nishida’s crowning achievement.

The idea itself is not complicated, nor is it new. He had spoken of a
“locus of will” already from 1919 and other uses of the term appear in Art
and Morality. Though in none of these cases does he attach a technical
meaning to it, it has the ring of the idea of a “³eld” in physics, even if
Nishida’s word is different. What is clear is that it did not refer to either
time or space but only to the abstract “point” at which an activity “takes
place.” 

In any case, when Nishida did take it up as his own term it was to signal
a comprehensive way of reorganizing his thinking. Up to that point, the
organization of his philosophy tended to revolve around a particular meta-
physical absolute (pure experience, will, or nothingness), an ideal form of
consciousness (active intuition or self-awareness), or a combination of the
two (self-identity in absolute contradiction). The logic of locus changes all
that. It does not point to a particular ideal or principle or activity, but rather
to a general scheme for “locating” all of these things. He speaks of the dis-
covery as helping him to 

grasp something that had long been lying at the bottom of my thinking, a
shift from Fichte’s kind of voluntarism to a sort of intuitionism, but one that
gave intuition a different orientation and content from former intuitionism.
My aim is to think not along the lines of something based on the intuition of
a unity in subject and object, but to see the working of all things that exist as
shadows reµecting the self within a self that has nulli³ed itself, a kind of see-
ing without a seer into the bottom of all things.

What Nishida is suggesting here turns the image of Plato’s cave on its
head. Rather than see freedom from illusion as leaving the half-light of self-
opinionated self-enclosed ignorance, where the world can only appear as
shadows dancing on the wall, for the bright sunlight of reality where things
can be known as they are, Nishida wants to ³nd a standpoint in which the
knowing subject, standing foursquare in the sunlight of the real, objective
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world, can be seen as itself an illusion to be broken through only by negat-
ing the self and seeing everything moving around in the world as shadows of
the true, awakened self. It is not the search for a standpoint from which to
see the things of the world clearly so as to con³rm or refute the truth of our
ideas about them but a replacement of that standpoint of the clear-seeing
subject over against clearly-seen objects by a standpoint from which the self
can ³nd the truth about itself mirrored in all things just as they are. The
logic of locus, we might say, is an attempt to explain the process of the one
standpoint opening up into the other, to dislocate the ordinary self from its
apparently ³xed abode on a landscape of subjects and objects and to relocate
it in its true landscape, which, like the background in oriental painting, is an
absolute nothingness.

The logic of locus can be said to have occurred to Nishida in the inverse
order in which he presents it. It begins from an insight into a ³nal resting
place for the true self, but is explained almost as if in a process of spiritual
ascent. In the illumination of the aware self, the I of ordinary knowing is a
kind of ³ctional center of conscious activity. All empirical knowing, Nishida
writes, begins in the more basic sense of something “becoming conscious-
ness to me.” It is not that there is ³rst an established I that looks out over
the world, as one item in the world among other items, and grasps it in per-
ception and judgment. Rather, the I belongs from the start to the whole
experiential ³eld. It is not a kind of organizational, central “point” in con-
sciousness, but is the “event” of coming to awareness. When I say “the
thought occurred to me” we are closer to the facts than when we say, “I had
a thought.” It is not that I am aware or that consciousness belongs to me,
but that awareness is me, and I belong to consciousness.

This puts the I in a rather ambiguous, if not contradictory position. If
the I is indeed nothing other than the self-awareness of an experience, then
it must be af³rmed. At the same time, since the I of itself does not have any
meaning, it must be denied. Here we have the prototype of the logic of iden-
tity in contradiction that we discussed above. The I is I because at the same
time it is not-I. It is, we might say, an “I-in-not-I.” The important thing is
not the mode of expression, but the fact that it signals a warning that when-
ever one speaks of the knowing subject one is abstracting, from one point of
view, part of a wider event that, from another point of view, requires the
negation of that abstracted I. 

Since the sense of the I is derived from the state of self-awareness and
not its prime mover, it is possible to speak of awareness as extending outside
of the individual I to include the self-awareness of the world itself, as we
noted above in speaking of the relationship between subjective awareness
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and the self-determination of absolute nothingness. Like Hegel, Nishida
breaks from Kant by seeing the “thing in itself” not as the hidden mystery of
reality that the prestructured subject can only approach asymptotically but
never reach, but rather as a fact of reality part of whose dynamic consists in
structuring the subject. In any case, given the secondary nature of the I, it is
more accurate to speak of the I not as a preexisting entity but as a locus of
activity.

On a model of concentric circles, Nishida takes a series of steps that lead
from the imperial I, standing in judgment over the phenomenal world of
form and matter, to an I humbled by reµection on its own workings and the
limitations of language, to an I disillusioned with its own subjectivity by
awakening to itself as the object of the things it knows, to a true I aware of
itself as an instance of the self-awareness of reality: to an absolute nothing-
ness manifest in the immediate experience of the world as it is. The world is
af³rmed radically only when it is located against this ³nal background. At
this point, self-awareness is no longer de³ned vis-à-vis being but vis-à-vis
nothingness.

In Nishida’s words, this process ends with one being “immersed in the
bottom of consciousness itself.” It is a conversion of the ordinary ego into a
nothing to become what Nishida calls, taking over a Kantian term to his
own purposes, “consciousness in general.” Nishida thus depicts the locus of
nothingness not only as a background but as a background against which
everything in the foreground reappears in its clearest relief. His own formu-
lation is recondite in the extreme:

What is general transdescends downwards to the bottom of the general, what
is immanent transdescends to the bottom of what is immanent, and the locus
towards the bottom of locus.

Here again we see Nishida making consciousness the prototype for
ontology in general. The locus of the subjects and objects is logical predica-
tion, the locus of logical predication is consciousness, and the locus of con-
sciousness is the true self in full awareness, at which point the world of
being reappears against the background of its own ³nal locus, nothingness.
He refers to this as a progression “from a working to a seeing” (which he
also took as the title of the volume in which he ³rst worked out his logic of
locus in detail). It is a process that questions the reµective work of trying to
know reality by rearranging the objects of the world in propositional judg-
ments, rejects the apparent absoluteness of the working ego as relative, and
³nally brings one to insight into that which underlies the world and our
work in it. This insight brightens up the ordinary locus of the ego so that
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one can see through it and look into the abyss of the true absolute of noth-
ingness, dark and impenetrable to the light of the ego.

Earlier Nishida had tried to de³ne the culmination of being nothingness
by means of the idea of active intuition. Now he recognizes that all being is a
“being located,” and that this location is only ³nite. It is itself a locus within
a locus that is really not a locus at all but an in³nite horizon: absolute noth-
ingness. It must be called absolute not only because it is not “located” like all
things in the world of being and consciousness, but also because all knowl-
edge achieved at any other locus is relative to the awareness that that knowl-
edge itself ³nds its native ground in nothingness.

Nishida found the image of God as the circle whose center is every-
where and whose center nowhere—an originally gnostic-alchemical idea
that he discovered in Cusanus—suited to express the ³nal locus of absolute
nothingness in which his logic ends. Each concrete reality of consciousness
is circumscribed as a world that turns out to be no more than a microcosm
of a wider world, and so on until it reaches the macrocosm of self-aware-
ness, which is then seen to be a point opening in³nitely in all directions on
the locus of all loci, or absolute nothingness. Everything thus straddles two
contradictory locations: it is in the world of being and it is in the world of
nothingness. The straddling is its self-identity, a union of opposites.

21 subject, predicate, and universal. The clue to
reading Nishida’s texts on the logic of locus lies in seeing how he takes the
dialectic of active intuition between the idea of the subject as mental
reµection and the object as the world that is intuited, and rethinks it in
terms of the relationships among the grammatical subject and predicate in
the judgments that come from the collaboration of the active self and the
intuited world. 

Perhaps the best place to begin is with his idea of the universal. Basi-
cally, it can be said that Nishida uses the idea of the universal in three
senses. First is its ordinary logical sense of an attribute or relationship that is
shared by individuals, allowing them to be grouped as a class. This is no
more than a rational taxonomy we need to talk sense. Second, he uses it to
refer to a potentiality that is actualized in individuals. Here the insinuation
is more metaphysical, namely that the concrete things we ³nd in the world
are limited in what they can become, and by identifying these limitations we
know something of how the world is constructed. In neither case does
Nishida claim that the universal is “actual” or “existing” until it is embodied
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in some individual in the temporal world. At this level it is only in a
metaphorical sense that we can speak of the universal determining the indi-
vidual by providing it with a particular quality or attribute, and the individ-
ual determining the universal by providing it with actuality in the world. 

But there is a third sense of the universal, derived from these two, that
Nishida found more stimulating: the idea of the universal as determining
itself. Here the universal is seen as something real and functioning to give
the individual items of the world shape. Simply put, if every real thing is
concrete and determined it is because it is the expression of a greater reality
taking shape, and this greater reality is the universal. The identity of an indi-
vidual, its self-determination, is at the same time the manifestation of the
self-identity of the universal determining itself through the individual.

The question then becomes how to relate these two self-determinations
and the fact that they are not continually conµicting with one another. The
terminology of self-determination had been present in Nishida’s writings
from early on. It was only in the formulation of his logic of locus that he was
able to clarify this basic conundrum at its core. 

Combining the idea of an active, self-determining universal at work
behind historical time, with the more properly logical senses mentioned ear-
lier, and given the general outlines of the logic of locus, another idea sug-
gests itself. Just as there are classes within classes (the class of red tulips in
the class of tulips in the class of µowers in the class of plants, and so forth),
so there can be self-determining universals that are embraced by greater
self-determining universals. In fact, we saw that Nishida refers to history,
society, and the individual all as forms of self-determination. And if there is
a class of all classes—namely things that are real—then there must be a uni-
versal of all universals—an ultimate reality that determines everything in the
process of determining itself. The transition from one to the other was what
he attempted to capture in his logic of locus, locating universals within uni-
versals, and ³nally locating everything in absolute nothingness.

This was Nishida’s basic vision of how the reality “works” to be what it
is and how it works to appear as it appears to the human consciousness that
sees it. The logic of locus thus provides a bridge between the working to the
seeing that is at the same time a bridge between the intuition of reality just
as it is and the logical judgment that constitutes rational reµection on that
intuition. 

His language can seem hopelessly matted at times, but with the basic
ideas in hand it is possible to comb out the snarls to get a sense of what he
means. A typically dif³cult passage can serve as an example:
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Individuals can be thought of as the self-determination of a universal. But
more than that, the individual itself can be seen as a universal that deter-
mines itself. For in concrete logic the individual is a universal, the subject is a
predicate. Everything real has this kind of logical structure. In this sense,
dialectical unity can be considered to possess in itself its own identity, to be a
self-identity.

In Aristotelian logic, Nishida notes, the idea of an underlying substance that
gives individuals their identity is expressed by saying that there is something
in “the subject that cannot become a predicate.” Of the tulip I can say that it
is red or blue, that it is wilted or fresh, growing in a ³eld or standing alone
in a vase. These are all attributes of the tulip, but the tulip itself cannot
become an attribute of anything else. This self-identity is therefore ambiva-
lent towards the universal. It determines it and at the same time remains
determined by it, always subservient to the wider classes of which it is an
instance. Hence, even though the subject that cannot become a predicate is
thought to be the solid substance of which the world is made, “in the tradi-
tional form of judgment, the predicate that cannot become a subject is
thought to be more wide-reaching than the subject.”

Nishida turns this on its head, suggesting that we need a logic that
makes room for a subject to become a predicate, and for the universal pred-
icate to become the ³nal subject. Because if we do not, then the whole idea
of individuals determining themselves and in the process being the self-
determination of something else falls on its face. He goes on:

For something to possess its own identity does not mean that it is just that
one thing, that it is just a subject that cannot become a predicate. If it were, it
would be no more than an asymptote or a center without a radius—in a
word, there would be no single point at which to take hold of it. To be identi-
cal with itself, in addition to being a subject that cannot be a predicate it
must be a predicate of itself, the individual must determine itself in the man-
ner of predication. Or put the other way around, the predicate becomes the
subject so that subject determines itself in predication.

Obviously subjects cannot become predicates in normal judgments, or
grammar would collapse in the contradiction of not having anything to talk
about, just attributes with nothing to attach them to. Nishida does not deny
this. What he means to say, as we alluded to earlier, is that the locus of nor-
mal judgments, where universals are applied to ³xed things in order to clas-
sify them, does not put us in touch with what is really going on in reality.
We need to transcend that logic to a standpoint where that whole logic itself
can be predicated of another activity closer to reality. This place is the locus
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of consciousness, which is not a simple mirror of reality but a way of grasp-
ing reality and working on it. To see an individual item of the world as
located in consciousness in this sense is to see its identity not as an inde-
pendent substance but as dependent on a consciousness that predicates of
things their identity. The “subject” that we call the conscious individual
therefore makes predicates of those “subjects” we call individuals. In
Nishida’s terms, the conscious subject is the universal of those logical sub-
jects, and this is its identity.

What is more, insofar as consciousness can catch itself in the act of
working rationally, its self-identity is more fully its own doing than the self-
identity of the tulip. Not only can it attribute self-identity to the things it
intuits outside of itself (that is, making them subjects of predication), but it
can make those judgments a subject of predication. This is the essence of
self-consciousness in which the subject (“this tulip”) of which something is
predicated (“it is red”) can itself be seen as a predicate of consciousness. By
seeing itself at work, self-consciousness identi³es itself—it is an individual
that determines itself and knows that it is doing so. This is not just the self-
consciousness of a self reµecting on itself, but a self that is aware of itself as
the medium within which individuals are given their identity. It is not just a
self-enclosed unity but a locus in which the world achieves a kind of unity.
It is, in his terms, a “dialectical universal,” in the sense that it provides the
environment or “locus” for the universals of judgment and concrete indi-
viduals to interact in such a way that they become real. It is the noesis of the
noema. 

But we have not yet ³nished, or rather if we were to ³nish here the uni-
versal would be a kind of subjective consciousness, landing us in an idealism,
if not a solipsism, in which the absolute principle of all reality would be the
thinking subject. Nishida takes a further step to relativize this universal to a
still higher universal. One again, we return to his text and proceed patiently:

This is not true self-identity, since it retains everywhere the sense of being
one more “thing.” True self-identity cannot be thought of either as a simple
universal (subject) or a simple individuality (predicate). It must be some-
thing that can be thought to be a straight line and a circle at the same time—
that is, an absolute nothingness. 

If consciousness is able to give things their identity, then it can be said
to be the universal locus of those things. At the same time, since it exists
only where embodied in individuals of whom it is attributed, it cannot be
the universal locus of its own identity. Self-consciousness is therefore inher-
ently contradictory and asymptotic, like a mirror reµecting a mirror, or a
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circular straight line. The only locus on which this ³nal and absolute con-
tradiction of consciousness can be overcome to yield an identity is that of a
self-consciousness without a self, a seeing without a seer, an awareness that
is both spontaneous and self-determining of everything that is—in other
words, a location of the self in absolute nothingness. In one sense this noth-
ingness can be seen as a negation of being, in the same way that any class
that envelops another class is at the same time a negation of the ultimacy of
what it envelops. But absolute nothingness is not only a negation of the ulti-
macy of the context of consciousness. It is itself the last of all the contexts,
the class of all classes, the “universal of all universals” as Nishida says. Thus,
it is both an absolute and a nothingness—a predicate that can never become
a subject. 

The introduction of the grammatical subject and predicate into the
works increases geometrically the number of ways in which the idea of the
self-determination of the universal can be paraphrased. One can almost
open Nishida at random in essays written after his introduction of the logic
of locus and within a few pages come a new jumble of the ingredients. At
the same time, in a rather tortured fashion, it helps to relate his idea of self-
awareness as a seeing without a seer to the idea of this seeing as in fact an
absolute nothingness expressing itself in the historical world of being, giving
things their individual identities and rational thought its rightful place in
the scheme of things.

22 self and other. In the theory of active intuition, it
will be recalled, the body was presented as the meeting point of self and
world, while the problem of other selves was left out. Clearly the notion of
body, or active intuition for that matter, was not suf³cient to capture this
important ingredient of the relation between self and world: the fact that
there are other centers of awareness, in interaction with which there is
something to know about one’s own self. The logic of locus helped to raise
the issue and to ³t it into Nishida’s overall philosophy.

Self-awareness, in the sense of a consciousness of the true identity of the
individual person, cannot be set up in simple opposition to other persons,
since this would reintroduce the subject-object dichotomy through the back
door. There must be a sense of self-identity in which self and other are no
longer two. The ideas of an identity-in-opposition and an ultimate locus of
absolute nothingness allowed Nishida to ³nd this sense.

“What is this self of ours? What is the real world in which that self is
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born, in which it works, and in which it dies?” Nishida’s question goes
deeper than that of the relationship between self and world that he had tack-
led with his notion of active intuition. Now it turns to the identity, or locus,
of the items of the relationship themselves. The common ground of self and
world will no longer be simply reality mediated by body but reality as the
locus of absolute nothingness. 

This question is taken up in a 1932 book called I and You, which is best
read as a continuation of an essay completed four months earlier under the
title “Love of Self, Love of the Other, and the Dialectic.” From the start it is
clear that Nishida’s approach will be highly abstract, the reason being that
his concern was not a reµection on interpersonal encounter and its philo-
sophical implications but simply a way to ³nd a place for it in his logic of
locus. It leaves no other tracks in the way of a rethinking or the addition of a
neologism, but is absorbed back into the general category of religious love
that was the source of the question. Indeed, the idea of love as a manifesta-
tion of absolute nothingness that can only take place between persons drops
so unexpectedly into Nishida’s writings and is then absorbed back into
familiar categories so soon and almost without trace in later writings, that it
is hard to think of the I-you relationship as a philosophical question Nishida
struggled much with. New editions of the work in Japan and foreign transla-
tions have drawn fresh attention to the work, which nevertheless remains
more an application of his thinking than an advance of it. 

For Nishida only a radically self-negated I can encounter the world as it
is. But if the I and the world belong to the universal of “being” as its subjec-
tive (self-conscious) and objective (phenomenal) poles, respectively, then
every encounter with the phenomena of the world—including the
encounter with other subjects—ends up reinforcing the I. Therefore only a
universal of nothingness in which the subject-object dichotomy has been
restored to unity can allow for a truly self-aware encounter with the world.
The consequences of this shift from being to nothingness for the encounter
between self and other are mainly three.

First, since the ³nal, all-encompassing locus of reality for Nishida is
nothingness, any quality of being that adheres to events, processes, or indi-
viduals, or to the categories of thought used to express these, and that is fur-
ther presumed to point to something “ultimate,” must be relocated against a
wider horizon in which the item in question shows itself to be secondary or
derivative. Further, since the ultimate structure of nothingness as it presents
itself to consciousness is that of a “self-identity of absolute contraries,” any
relationship of individuals based on a “being with” or “encounter” that mit-
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igates the absolute otherness of one to the other is based on a mental ³ction
of “unity in being.” 

To see reality as ultimately an absolute nothingness means that no rela-
tionship is exempt from the dialectic of coming to be and passing away. All
continuity is relative to a radical discontinuity. When Nishida says that
“Each individual is an individual only in opposition to another individual,”
he is not making a metaphysical claim about all existence as co-existence,
and certainly is not opting for any sort of personalism that sees the interper-
sonal encounter as the prototype of all reality. For Nishida, the option for
radical personalism in any form is excluded precisely because the ful³llment
of the I is located in the transformation to non-I. He means that the very
idea of an individual as being requires that it not be another individual being
and yet that it de³ne itself in terms of the other that it is not. If there is any-
thing like a general atmosphere that surrounds and pervades this interplay
of being and not being, of af³rmation and negation, of birth and death, it is
best characterized as something other than just the sum of all the moving
parts or a lowest common denominator—namely as nothingness rather
than as being.

Secondly, when Nishida speaks of a locus of absolute nothingness, he is
referring to something very different from a common ground on which
human individuals can meet and mutually enhance the quality of their lives.
Not that he fails to recognize the importance of such a common ground, as
we shall see later. His concern is rather to place the coming to awareness,
the crowning achievement of the world of becoming, in the picture. He does
so by challenging the primacy given to the idea of the disciplined intellect
reasoning about the world. As we have seen, for Nishida, the ³eld of subjects
dealing with objects, whatever the level of achievement, is a small and
arti³cial circle drawn within a wider ³eld of immediate experience in which
there is no distinction between subjects and objects.

Third, the history of the relationship is purged of the normal sense of
the “development” of a relationship and abstracted to an awareness of the
Eternal Now breaking into history. Using a distinction described above,
Nishida introduces history into the encounter of self and other in terms of a
transition from noemic consciousness (focused on objects or the process of
objects advancing along a temporal continuum from the past to the future),
to a noetic consciousness (focused on consciousness as an activity of reality
determining itself apart from that continuum). The idea of reversing the
determination of time by introducing an “eternal now” that acts on the
present from the future, a deliberate confrontation with the philosophies of

nishida kitarõ     81



Bergson and Hegel, ³gures predominantly in the text from the opening
paragraphs of I and You, as a carryover from his previous essay:

To think of reality determining itself does not mean thinking in terms of a
continuity in which one point progresses to another or gives rise to another,
but of a discontinuous continuity in which each moment passes away, a life
through death. To think in these terms does not mean conceiving of noth-
ingness as something in the background that has the farthest reaches of being
as its object and determines it, but as something that transcends and
envelops this kind of determination altogether—as a nothingness that deter-
mines itself by enveloping being, the result of which is that being becomes
visible.

The strategy is not unexpected, given the overall direction of Nishida’s
thinking. Sooner or later he is bound to break through any event in the his-
torical world to the ³nal, circumferenceless circle, the locus of absolute
nothingness in which all contact of consciousness with reality, all our
attempts to express its ultimate structure, every encounter with reality,
whether between one self and another self or between a self and inanimate
objects, is negated and then restored, one by one, in a conscious af³rmation
of the phenomenal world just as it is.

In the exercise of the logic of locus, then, there can be nothing absolute
in the interpersonal relationship itself—no matter who the partners happen
to be—because self and other always relate to each other as absolute contra-
dictories. By this he means “absolutely independent and absolutely bound”
to each other. Only in this way can the self-negation of the I be accom-
plished radically and at the same time open to a reality beyond the personal-
ism of one’s self and other selves. The absolute has to be located elsewhere.
Nor can the contrariness between self and other ever be reduced to a mere
paradox or logical contradiction attributed to the limitations of conscious
knowing or the transcendence of one of the partners. For Nishida the struc-
ture of reality cannot be described on the model of a dialogue between per-
sons, any more than nothingness can be reduced to the af³rmation or nega-
tion of a mere quality shared in common by beings. The eternal now that
breaks through time in the encounter of an I and a you never becomes for
Nishida an Eternal Thou. 

From the opening pages of I and You, it is clear that the de³ning activity
of personhood is self-reµection, a dialogue between I and I, and that this is
the locus for the encounter of I and you. The fruit of that dialogue is mean-
ing, which is not something inherent in things merely because of their
being, but something that simply needs to be recognized by a subject as an
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objective fact. Meaning must be an activity of reality itself, and therefore the
unity of consciousness from one day to the next that allows for the constel-
lation of meaning in the µow of actual events must ultimately be the partic-
ularization of a universal in which there is no distinction between that
which expresses and that which is expressed—namely, the universal of
nothingness: 

Each element that goes into this constellation of meaning is an expression of
the individual consciousness. The true signi³cance of conscious unity lies in
the fact that the expresser and the expressed are one and the same. The I is in
dialogue with the I within the mind…. The I of yesterday and the I of today
exist in the world of expression, just as I and you do…. All individuals must
somehow be conceived of as determinations of a universal… and by the same
token, the individual must determine the universal…. The meaning of the
individual and the universal must consist of a dialectical determination
between the two—not a universal of being determining the individual, but a
universal of nothingness in which determination takes place without any-
thing doing the determining.

In the dense prose from which I have extracted the above comment lies the
basic structure of Nishida’s argument. The initial impression that the I-you
relationship looks to be no more than a secondary, derivative function of
self-reµection on the ³eld of absolute nothingness, is con³rmed again and
again. The encounter of an I with a you is simply one instance of the I en
route to its own negation in self-awareness of nothingness:

What we think of as transcending the self always confronts us in one of three
modes: (1) as a thing, (2) as a you, or (3) as a transcendent I…. The personal
self awareness that sees an absolute other within the self includes these three
confrontations.

To speak of self seeing itself in itself means that the self sees an absolute
other, but this other is not a you but only the self itself recognized through
the you. What unites seer and seen, what determines without anything
doing the determining is the universal of nothingness in which all personal-
ity, and therefore also all personal encounter, has been abolished.

23 love and responsibility. Given the logical pattern
at work in Nishida’s idea of the I-you relationship, it is hardly surprising
that until the concluding pages of I and You when Nishida turns his atten-
tion to love, no particular attention is drawn to the affective element in the
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I-you relationship. Even in “Love of Self, Love of the Other, and the Dialec-
tic,” the I-you (or more often, the I-other) refers principally to the basic
unit of human society; not even in the perfection of love does it rise to the
stature of religious or personal sentiment. In the end, as we saw above, the
I-you is no more than a stage in self-awareness, the stage in which one
awakens to the fact of social existence:

What de³nes I as I de³nes you as you. Both are born in the same environ-
ment and both are extensions of the same universal there…. The individual
is born in society; social consciousness in some sense precedes individual
consciousness.

The intimation that society is somehow a permanent foundation for rela-
tionships and obligations crucial to the awakening of the self is, however, set
aside. Instead, the I that breaks free of the subject-object relationship to the
world must also break free of the I-you relationship in the external social
order in order to reclaim it in the inner recesses of self-awareness. And this
awareness of the other entails a depersonalized I encountering a deobjecti-
³ed other, a seeing without seer or seen. Both the I and the other are
enhanced reciprocally in the encounter, but the question of any resultant
enhancement of the social foundation in which that encounter takes place is
overshadowed by the fact that the primary enhancement for the I is its con-
version to a non-I. And the non-I af³rms everything it touches by negating
its own attachment to being, both the natural and the human worlds.

Even apart from the question of the social dimension, why it should be
that the idea of “knowing by becoming” is not applied here is something of
a mystery. It would have introduced the possibility of extending the I-you
relationship to the inanimate world, and hence to a discovery of true self
through nature. The closest Nishida comes to this is to af³rm the absolute
otherness as something discovered within the self:

As a direct contact between one person and another, the I knowing a you or
the you knowing an I, must take the form of direct intuition. This is not, as
we are accustomed to think in the classical form of intuition, artistic intu-
ition, a matter of directly uniting with an object, but of recognizing oneself as
harboring in the recesses of interiority an absolute other and turning to that
other to see it as absolute other, not to unite with it. 

Mention of enhancing the other and of social consciousness leads to
love and the ethical responsibility of the self. But Nishida’s clearest state-
ments about love appear in contrast with the failure of love: Love is not a
satisfaction of personal desire. It does not turn the other into an object.
Love discovers the self by negating the self. It does not value an other in
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terms of what lies outside the other. It is not rational but spontaneous. It is
not longing but sacri³ce. One cannot love oneself without loving others. His
most direct descriptions are set in a language of dialectics that paraphrases
classical expressions about love. Note his following description of Christian
agape:

By seeing the absolute other in the recesses of my own inwardness—that is,
by seeing there a you—I am I. To think in these terms, or what I call “the
self-awareness of absolute nothingness,” entails love. This is what I under-
stand Christian agape to be…. It is not human love but divine love; it is not
the ascent of the person to God but the descent of God to the person…. As
Augustine says, I am I because God loves me, I am truly I because of God’s
love…. We become persons by loving our neighbor as ourselves in imitation
of the divine agape.

It is not clear whether the Christian idea of the selµess love of God for
humanity is being used to paraphrase the idea of the self-awareness of
absolute nothingness or the other way around, nor what one idea has to
contribute to the other. In any case, Nishida makes the claim that this loving
self-awareness of absolute nothingness discloses an “in³nite responsibility”
of a historically situated I towards a historical you. To take this claim at face
value—that is, to accept it as more than a link in a logical argument—is to
raise an important question, since the evidence in his own writings seems to
point in the opposite direction, away from responsibility to the concrete
demands of history.

There is no question that Nishida sees love as a function of the sense of
responsibility generated in the I-you encounter, in that “true self-awareness
must be social.” And this means that the distinction between I and you must
be preserved:

There is no responsibility as long as the you that is seen at the bottom of the
self is thought of as the self. Only when I am I in virtue of the you I harbor at
my depths do I recover an in³nite responsibility at the bottom of my exis-
tence itself. This you cannot be a universal, abstract you or the recognition of
a particular object as a simple historical fact.… The genuine “ought” is only
conceivable in recognizing the other as a historical you within the historically
conditioned situation of the I.

The self of Nishida’s self-awareness thus relates to the world and to the you
as a kind of no-self, which is said to give itself more fully to the other
because it is grounded in a nothingness rather than in being. But no other
criteria are given for judging this self-giving. It remains locked up within
the self’s ascent to self-awareness. For all his attempts to insist that he is
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talking in concrete terms, the concreteness is located not in a call to reform
one’s values or to exercise them in action, but in an increase of self-awareness.

As far as I am able to judge from Nishida’s work, the consequences of
his position come down to this: the non-I that emerges from the self-aware-
ness of absolute nothingness looks for all the world to be a highly cultivated
form of ataraxia, a self-transcendence of which the highest good consists of
its inability to be moved by either good or evil. This was in fact the position
that we shall see Tanabe takes towards Nishida. If there is a counterposition
to be found, it will have to be sought in Nishida’s political philosophy, as
the concrete ethical dimension is missing from his treatment of the inter-
personal.

24 japanese culture, world culture. Allusions to
Japanese culture and the culture of the east were common in Nishida’s writ-
ings from the ³rst, and were further nuanced through his comparison of
artistic and poetic forms east and west, some of which we mentioned above.
But it is not until 1934 that he broaches the idea that the philosophical ideas
he has worked out may be rooted in culture as such and are not simply tran-
scendental insights seeking con³rmation in cultural expression.

The context of his remarks is an attempt to lay out a cultural typology
that will trace differences in classical culture east and west to the differences
in their metaphysics. He summarizes his starting point handily:

From a metaphysical standpoint, then, how do we distinguish the forms of
culture east and west from one another? I believe we can distinguish the west
as having taken being as the ground of reality and the east as having taken
nothing as its ground. Or, we might say, the one looked to form, the other to
the formless. 

In terms of the distinction between philosophies of being and of nothing-
ness, Nishida is quick to qualify this generalization on a number of counts,
recognizing elements of nothingness in negative theology and even in mod-
ern science. In terms of the distinction between east and west, he also recog-
nizes the chiaroscuro of cultures like those of ancient India and modern-day
Russia. 

The idea of eastern culture as grounded in the “formless” begins from a
generalized comparison of China and Japan on the one hand, and Greece
and Rome on the other. This leads to his quick sketch of Japanese culture as
one that prefers immanence to transcendence, the here-and-now to the
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eternal, emotion to intellection, family bonds to general law and order, the
formlessness of time to the solid geometry of space. And all of this precisely
because it is a culture based on absolute nothingness, whose radical nega-
tion of any other reality than the reality we are in is at the same time the
most radical af³rmation of that reality just as it is, in all its ephemeral
immediacy.

In suggesting a direct relation between philosophical ideas of reality and
underlying culture-speci³c modes of thought, Nishida would seem to risk
relativizing his understanding of the absolute. If reality as nothingness and
reality as being were functions of cultural difference, then even his idea that
culture can be seen as one expression of the greater story of consciousness
actively intuiting the world (or what he can now call the “self-determination
of the historical world located in absolute nothingness”) would have to ³nd
some ground beyond culture to justify itself as a more accurate rendering of
how reality works than an idea of history based on being as the absolute. 

Nishida did not in fact ask this question of himself, though he certainly
would have known it from his reading of the Freiburg neo-Kantians. The
answer can, I think, be inferred from the conclusion to which his compari-
son leads him. What the plurality of cultures share in common is that they
are all particular embodiments of “a self-awareness of the world of historical
reality.” That particularity, he insists, must be preserved through a dialectic
in which each one de³nes itself in terms of the larger world, and the larger
world de³nes itself in terms of each one. “A true world culture takes shape,”
he argues, “by each developing itself through the mediation of the same
world,” not by fusing them into one or by each developing along the lines of
its own particularity. 

These words can be read as an apologia for his own adventure of ideas,
for without some such idea of the world, his philosophy could never have
taken shape. Those who read Nishida as implying the superiority of Japan-
ese culture from the fact that he used his own metaphysic of nothingness as
a model to understand what culture is and how a plurality of cultures inter-
act to form a single world, assume what Nishida could never have assumed:
that his philosophy is primarily part of the intellectual and spiritual patri-
mony of Japan.

Already in a short article written in 1917 he noted with displeasure those
resigned to the fact that “just as we cannot truly understand western culture,
so there are things in the morality and art of our people that those from
other countries cannot possibly understand.” To have accepted such a
premise from the start would have undercut everything he was trying to do.
What cannot be understood—and there are such things, he realized—
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should be discovered to be such in the trying, not assumed on the basis of
the prevalent prejudices. Nishida’s was from start to ³nish a world philoso-
phy precisely because he believed he could understand the west, and the
west him. And this in turn emboldened him to criticize western philosophy
for thinking it could continue to do without the east. In his phrase, if the
uniqueness of a culture is not seen as part of a larger unity of the human
community, if, in the face of pressures from dominant cultures, it simply
sets itself up as something unique, it becomes merely idiosyncratic. His own
concern with philosophy, he says, should form part of a wider cultural
effort:

I want us rather to go on developing a characteristic culture of our own, one
that becomes more and more Japanese; and along with this, I want us to
become an indispensable ingredient in world culture.… I want to see the
greatness and depths of the spirit behind the culture of Japan…. In Nietz-
sche’s words, “I love those who want to create out of themselves what goes
beyond themselves, and in this way get to the bottom of things.” 

Nishida’s philosophy of nothingness has no meaning simply from within
the context of Japan. His treatment of culture needs to be read not only as a
con³rmation of that philosophy but also as a con³rmation of the motiva-
tions that led him to it.

Given Nishida’s philosophical temperament and standpoint as we have
outlined it above, it is not surprising to ³nd him weaving his comments on
concrete historical cultures together with his customary, highly abstract
philosophical formulas, and in the process reinforcing those formulas. What
would be surprising, and entirely out of character, would be for him to do
the opposite and try to rethink his philosophical ideas in terms of a particu-
lar historical culture and in the process reinforce that cultural form. Yet this
is precisely what he was asked to do. Unfortunately, he accepted the request,
and the results have haunted Nishida’s image ever since.

In 1935, Nishida was approached by the Ministry of Education to join
Watsuji, Tanabe, and others on a special committee to reform education
and academia. He knew that pressures against liberal thought had been
building up for several years through a number of attempts to silence criti-
cism, and had met with so little resistance that they grew stronger and
stronger and were beginning to surface boldly within the government itself.
In private he had not hesitated to call this whole trend “fascist,” but he was
convinced that it would burn itself out, and that meantime it was best not to
put his head on the block by inviting a clash. Still, against his better judg-
ment he attended the ³rst meeting; he found its leaders so narrowminded
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and dogmatic in aims that he gave up on it. Two months later the govern-
ment fell to a military coup.

Nishida’s views, like those of most of the ordinary people of Japan, were
that this was a disastrous turn of events, and that the fault lay with those in
power for having courted the military so naively. His plan of spending a
quite retirement writing, and the hopes that reason would win out, were
both thrown to the winds. Still, hoping against hope, he limited his com-
ments to his private letters to those he trusted. Two years later, in August of
1937, the military launched an invasion against China. 

Meantime, the grip on academia and the educational system grew
tighter and freedom of thought and expression was being erased in the
name of national unity. At the same time the ministry was trying to secure
as much support for its policies as it could by luring more and more intel-
lectuals into its special committees for “reform.” Nishida accepted the offer
to address one of these groups on the subject of “Scholarship.” 

He knew full well that he was being asked to use his position and his
distinctive ideas to justify the status quo. But he thought he could engage
those who were trying to use him and perhaps win the attention of those
among them who genuinely wanted to restore some measure of sanity to the
madness in evidence on all sides. Inexperienced in matters of state, and with
no clear model to follow, he believed it his duty to raise a voice of common
reason, and he believed that if he did it prudently he could help free people
from thinking in the clichés of the of³cial propaganda. On nearly every
count his belief was mistaken. Still, with the critical conscience of the philo-
sopher as his guide, he took up the prevailing idiom and engaged in what
Ueda Shizuteru has called “a tug-of-war over words.” He had some inkling
of what he was getting into, as a letter to one of his former students shows:

When we say “world,” they hear “cosmopolitan” and when we say “univer-
sally” they think we are talking about the abstract generalities of science.
They just take words out of context and use them as ammunition for their
own attacks.

From the start, it was a battle he could not, and did not, win. For one
thing, it was not about choosing one’s words carefully and then making sure
they were heard by the right ears at all. When he had taken the initiative to
write letters to leading politicians calling for restraint, he had no impact at
all. For another, he thought he could go it alone, without any political base,
largely because those that existed seemed to him to lack intellectual coher-
ence. When he was invited to share his thoughts as part of a larger program
not within his control, his instincts should have told him to stay away.
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If we look at that talk, we ³nd that he begins where his previous essay
on the subject of culture had ended, namely at an idealistic plea for Japanese
tradition to ³nd its identity in the context of making a contribution to
world culture. He probably should have stopped there. What he intended to
emphasize by repeating those arguments—the appeal for solid scholarship
and critical thinking, and for a mutual fecundation of philosophy and poli-
tics—was not nearly as important as the emphasis he in fact communicated:
support for the cultivation of “the Japanese spirit” as containing “truths that
are equal to if not superior to anything found in the west.” 

Nishida’s carefully chosen words were no match for the symbolic reality
of the context in which he spoke them. He spoke at a microphone in
Tokyo’s Hibiya Park and shared the stage with the Minister of Education,
the ³rst to speak. Of course, there were those in the government and mili-
tary who read him attentively and saw him as a threat, but his was the kind
of critical voice that the Realpolitik ultimately had no trouble absorbing into
its own agenda. Even though he complained later in a letter that he would
never again take part in such “street theater,” the deeper symbolism of the
event seems to have eluded him.

25 the turn to political philosophy. Nishida’s pass-
ing reference to the need for a relationship between politics and philosophy
seems to have created the expectation, both in his own mind and in the
minds of the keepers of the of³cial ideology, that he would add this dimen-
sion, so far lacking, to his own thought. In the past, he had gone right from
the idea of the concrete world of history into religion and the arms of the
all-encompassing, passing over concerns with moral principles or the social
structure. For the same reason he did not develop his thought in either of
these areas, he should not have stepped into the realm of political philoso-
phy without them. Whatever his motives, they are not clear from the texts
or from the personal letters and diaries he left behind. I leave it to others,
who have a better understanding of the psychology of writing under cir-
cumstances like those in Japan at the time, to divine just what those motives
might have been. I mean only to conclude that his ventures into ideas on
nation, constitution, imperial monarchy, and polity, far from raising high
the sails on the adventure of ideas that had driven his thought until then,
dragged like a weighty anchor. 

At this point, we should back up for a moment and put events in a
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somewhat larger perspective, to understand where Nishida’s attempts at a
political philosophy came from.

From the time Nishida began his professional career as a teacher to the
end of his life, Japan seemed to be either at war or preparing for war. The
Meiji ideal of bringing Japan shoulder to shoulder with the rest of the world
by “enriching the country and strengthening the military” had succeeded by
the 1890s to the point where she was ready to expand her presence among
her Asian neighbors. The wars with China of 1894 to 1895 and with Russia in
1904 and 1905 were aggressions with just this aim, and were largely success-
ful, with Korea, Manchuria, China, and the area around the Yellow Sea the
site of Japanese victories. Payment of the costs for holding on to its win-
nings, and the conduit of raw materials they supplied to the islands of
Japan, had to be secured structurally, which meant that the military pres-
ence in the government had to remain strong. In addition, patriotic soci-
eties, some of them secret, worked in the background to insure that Japan
would remain primus inter pares among its neighbors, that the victors of
conµicts in Europe would ratify its actions, and that the ordinary people
would believe that this was all being done as part of their imperial right and
duty. The Manchurian Incident of 1931 tested the power of the army to work
conspiracies contravening of³cial diplomatic policies of the central govern-
ment, and even to ignore the reprimands of the League of Nations, which
wanted to halt what it saw as a dangerous precedent.

Still the ³ghting went on, especially in northern China, where it broke
out into full-scale campaigns in 1937 at Marco Polo Bridge outside Beijing,
without the central government making any formal declaration of war.
These campaigns continued until 1945. While the army was carrying out
these escapades abroad, the justi³cation at home was centered on a euphe-
mistic ideal that emerged in the 1930s of a “new order in eastern Asia,” one of
“co-existence and co-prosperity” that would at last put an end to the impe-
rialistic order that the west had devised in the nineteenth century. This ideal
was popularized, moreover, as a preservation of the “ancient order” of
Japan. The divinity of the emperor, the uniqueness of the national polity, the
mission of the race and to share its cultural patrimony with foreign lands—
all these ingredients were concocted into a thin gruel of a worldview that was
fed into the education system and into the intellectual world for recognition
and enrichment, at the same time as its was monitored by special forces.

Resistance was weak among the intellectuals, who generally preferred
the safety of scholarly specialization. The war was at a distance, and despite
the casualties that individual families would suffer, there was little base of
popular support for questioning its rightness. The ethic taught in the
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school, and capsulated in the 1937 publication of the Principles of the
National Polity, had contributed greatly to the scarcity of critical voices.
Individuals were made to believe that they were “essentially not beings iso-
lated from the state, but each has his allotted share as forming part of the
state,” and have their identity in a harmonious “body of people, under the
emperor, of one blood and one mind.” Anything that countermanded this
was an affront to the traditional spirit of Japan.

The pact with Germany against international communism in 1936 gave
Japan leverage against the increasing threat of the Russians, and eventually
culminated in a pact of nonagression. With Nazi victory in Europe seeming
all but certain in 1940, a tripartite pact with Germany and Italy was signed.
At the same time, under the banner of the creation of a Greater East Asia
Co-Prosperity Sphere, but at the risk of engaging western powers that still
had colonies in southeast Asia, Japan turned south to get the raw materials
it needed to keep its wartime economy going. When diplomatic efforts
failed, and with shortages critical, Japan launched out on the Paci³c War
that was to be its last. 

At home, the rhetoric focused on saving Asia from the colonial powers
and creating a new world order in which all could prosper and in which the
ethical values of Japan would be poured into the foundations of a new “spir-
itual essence” for which the “materialism of the west” would be no match.
In no time at all, the impact was felt on the ordinary Japanese: ³rst the eco-
nomic hardships of sustaining the campaigns abroad, and then the experi-
ence of seeing Japan itself become a battle³eld. The whole project, doomed
from the start, eventually collapsed with Japan’s defeat in August 1945.

This, in the boldest of strokes, was the Japan in which Nishida carried
out his adventure of bringing a Japanese contribution to world philosophy.
Telescoping a half century of events into a few paragraphs makes it seem
almost unthinkable that one could philosophize through it all and not cre-
ate a political philosophy. Yet it was not until the eleventh hour that Nishida
took the step of trying to make up for the absence of ideas that, during the
daytime of his career, were no more than a nuisance. 

In 1938, already ten years retired from active teaching, he agreed to pres-
ent a series of three talks on “The Question of Japanese Culture” at Kyoto
University. The event was intended to symbolize a reaction against the
attempts of the government and military ideologues to arm the educational
system of the country against the western world and its values by propagat-
ing its simple-minded evangel of Japanese traditionalism. The lectures were
arranged by a philosophy professor, Amano Teiyð, who earlier that year had
been attacked, under a new law regulating the public views of government
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employees, for criticizing the educational system as reducing training in
rational thinking to no more than ³xed military drills. The book in which
these ideas were expressed was banned from reprint, in exchange for which
he kept his post. The lectures were a kind of retort, and Nishida was enthu-
siastic about taking part, against the advice of those who cautioned pru-
dence. The lectures were written up into a little book that sold 40,000 on its
publication. Clearly, Nishida’s was a voice of some authority for a great
many people. 

The lectures carry on some of the themes from his earlier sorties into
typologies of thought east and west. The conclusion of his ³nal lecture is the
same, an “original culture” joining people east and west: 

Does not a comparison enable a mutual complementarity that clari³es the
depth and breadth of human culture itself? … It is not a question of the east
developing to the point that it can absorb the west, or vice-versa. East and
west do not stand completely apart one from the other, but are like two
branches on the same tree. 

These ideas, as vague as they are, were more suited to his philosophical
thinking up to that point than they were to the foundations of a political
philosophy applicable to the politics of the day. Yet in rewriting the piece,
he concludes by taking a step in just that direction. All in all, it is no more
than a short trip. The most noticeable thing is that in the space of a few
short pages he broadens his base of highly-charged vocabulary beyond
“Japanese spirit” to include “national polity,” “ethnic conµicts,” “imperial-
ism,” “imperial succession,” and “ethics.” As an argument, aside from the
occasional phrase from his mainline philosophy that rubs off its effect on
the text, it is no more than an outline. The style is straightforward and,
though the ideas µy by quickly one after the other, the sentences are not
complicated by his usual grammatical acrobatics.

The world, he says, has already become a single environment, and the
whole of humanity is caught up in the crisis of how to handle the fact. The
ethnic struggles going on, far from being meaningless, are the sign of the
birth of a new culture. A simple balance of power is not enough to insure
peace; a “new historical life” has to be born. The very things that cause
nations to struggle with one another, including the battle over natural
resources and the struggle of the colonized for independence, can also lay
the foundation for a restoration of peaceful relations in the one world. The
process must include social reform, not only an improvement of relation-
ships between one individual and another. Environment and subject com-
plement each other by negating each other.
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In terms of ethics, he sees a shift from the horizontal to the vertical. The
horizontal ethic, culminating in Kant, the Enlightenment, and the French
Revolution, was rational and opened to all; the vertical is centered on an
imperialistic view of the human, exempli³ed in nineteenth-century Europe,
that is at work in Europe today. Hegel saw absolute spirit as a common
ground of “subjectivity” to keep nations from falling into imperialism. But
this was only the western model. Nishida suggests that the model at the root
of oriental culture, namely that of a self-creating world that relativizes sub-
jectivity, can lead to a true union of the opposites of subject and environ-
ment. Within this process, ethnic groups—and the great individuals who
arise to represent them—need to be seen as an opposing plurality making a
one. A direct face-off between groups is self-destructive. Only the creation
of a unity allows individuals within them to µourish. As a nation, the ethnic
group becomes a kind of “moral subject.” And since humans are essentially
a social and historical creativity, the aim of moral praxis is not the mere exe-
cution of duties towards the “ought” of the nation, but a “service” towards
its moral energy.

I have paraphrased his comments in such a way as to focus on phrases
that echo ideas he had before, but at the same time to indicate the way in
which he threw himself into the thick of the dominant vocabulary of the
day. Once he had taken this step, the excitement of new applications for his
ideas seems to have taken over. The fact that his ideas were not condemned
but rather elicited invitations from moderate voices among the powers that
be for him to continue on in this vein, emboldened him to do just that. But
the further he stepped into the bog, the more his philosophical argumenta-
tion deteriorated into a mere application of his abstract logic to juggling
ideas that deserved much greater care, even apart from the political situa-
tion of the day, than he gave them.

The closer Nishida gets to a political philosophy, the more his weak-
nesses show up. We see a glimpse of this in his cultural typology. As long as
he is talking about the philosophical side of western culture, he is on sure
footing. But when he begins to compare the psychology and everyday cul-
tural modes of thought of what he knows from his own upbringing with one
that he knows principally from having read philosophical texts, he is making
the same methodological mistake the ideologues he intended to oppose
were making, and indeed the same mistakes that western typologies gener-
ated from a similar ignorance of the east were making at the time.

A knowledge of cultural modes of thought is only one of the requisites
of political philosophy. But he built his rudiments of a political philosophy
by combining the actual situation of the world, and particularly Japan’s
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position in the world, with a logic based on history as a self-determination
of reality. The intervening variables—in short, most of what makes up the
foundations of a political philosophy—were skipped over. It is not that this
could not have been done with Nishida’s thinking, and indeed some com-
mentators have bent over backwards to patch ideas together from through-
out his writings to take a stab at it. It is that it should not have been done
under the pressure of an ideological debate whose parameters were not of
his own choosing. Indeed, Nishida himself lamented that it was “a crude
collection of things that struck me,” and that he “hated cudgeling his brain
on such stupid stuff” in order to avoid phrasing that would anger the ene-
mies of free thought who had their eye on him.

26 rudiments of a political philosophy. That
Nishida continued to develop these ideas in the direction of a political phi-
losophy cannot be explained simply as a continued reaction against the
deleterious effects of the war on freedom of thought. The justi³cation for
that repression lay in an ideology that put the unity of the Japanese people
under the emperor ³rst, and the development of individual conscience and
thought second. But these were the very questions he skirted around cau-
tiously, once again allowing his voice to lend support to the very thing he
most detested. If it was indeed a tug of war, it was so slack that most of his
readers would not have noticed it, and his opponents at the other end of the
rope were not budged so much as an inch.

Regarding the morality of war and peace itself, Nishida never pro-
nounced a philosophical opinion. It was part of life, a cruel part and ³lled
with absurdities, but nonetheless a part. At the death of his younger brother
in the Sino-Japanese War in 1904, Nishida concluded a memento in the
newspaper with a tribute to his brother as a good soldier and a µush of pride
that his death was not in vain. His words are not much different from those
of any citizen convinced of the righteousness of their nation’s war effort:

If one thinks that as a result of this war the forces of our country have been
expanded in eastern Asia, and that the bodies of the fallen have become the
cornerstone of a new empire, one can hardly bear the feeling of excitement it
brings.

Seven months later, when the news of the fall of Port Arthur reached Japan,
he wrote in his diary, in classical Chinese imitating the Zen phrases cited in
the entry of the day before: “A joy beyond control! The triumph of brave
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and loyal lads of the north. The whole city is ringing bells and beating
drums to celebrate.” Three days later, fed up with the celebrations that were
interrupting his Zen meditation, he complained in his diary about how
inconsiderate people are, “not giving a thought to how many lives were
sacri³ced and what a long haul still lies ahead.”

Born in a country at war and lacking any reason to oppose it outright,
he was more resigned to its reality, occasionally in his private correspon-
dence blaming its excesses on those controlling the implements of war. To
the last he wished that national identity were more based on a “higher spiri-
tual plane rather than on military might,” but he never made a philosophi-
cal problem of it. Even the mention made earlier of “ethnic struggles”
amounts to no more than another instance of how opposites work dialecti-
cally on each other to bring about a new identity.

In 1936 Miki tried to answer the question of what Nishida understood
the nation to be by noting that it is a question “he has not argued in any
detail.” Extrapolating from the logic of locus, Miki reckons that “Nishida
seems to see the nation as a kind of particular society,” subservient to a
larger “scheme of the world” as the locus of the self-expression of an
absolute, so that in it “individuals forever maintain their independence of
society even though they are determined by it.” As it turns out, this was not
a bad guess, but Miki could not have foreseen, and certainly would not have
approved, of the way in which Nishida worked it out.

In a 1941 essay on “The Question of the Raison d’État” Nishida relates
individual, ethnic group, and national polity as a series of ever wider classes,
the larger subsuming the opposition in the smaller into a kind of unity. In
theory, this allows for a variety of races to co-exist in the same polity, but he
does not dare apply this to Japan, a particularly tender issue for the racial
purists. In fact, as we will see presently, he accepts the principle of ethnic
unity as the foundation of the idea of the country as a single “family.” In any
case, at each level, the absolute opposition is relativized by a higher unity,
which then sets itself up as an absolute, only to be further relativized by the
next higher level. This idea of relative absolutes culminating in a ³nal
absolute is more or less of a kind with his general logic.

Now the highest political unit, the family of the nation, is itself a partic-
ular historical con³guration that stands in opposition to other unities of the
same sort, thus necessitating a still higher class to subsume them. This is
what Nishida calls the one world in which the plurality of states, each one
relatively absolute towards the oppositions that it subsumes, are uni³ed.
This is a world still in the making, which means that the opposition among
nations is a clash of opposites. In such circumstances, the absoluteness of
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the Japanese state can only promote that higher unity if it is itself a true
unity that protects the co-existence of opposites within its own unity. As we
noted, Nishida jumps over the questions of ethnic groups to focus on the
position of individuals within the absolute state.

The absolute that insures the identity of individuals in the Japanese state
is none other than the emperor. Nishida accepted the structure of the coun-
try set up in the Meiji period, with the restoration of the emperor to a posi-
tion of administrative authority over the country, as a given. Along with
this, he accepted as a cultural given the symbolism of an unbroken line of
imperial succession grounded in ancient Shinto myths. The imperial family
protected Japan, he suggests, from revolutions from one absolutizing princi-
ple to another that would tear the country apart. Competing clans, “subjec-
tive principles,” found in the emperor a common point of “revival” that was
at the same time a rejuvenation, “a step ahead into a new world, as the Meiji
Restoration exempli³es best of all.” 

Applying the terminology of his idea of the locus of the historical world
as transcending time, he describes the imperial family as a stable point of
reference in the midst of the vagaries of history, providing a principle of
continuity that the mere passage of time or the progress of civilization can-
not. By locating the present in this historical line of succession, he has no
trouble accepting the current idea of the emperor and the people of Japan as
one big family:

The imperial household is the alpha and omega of the world. The quintes-
sence of our polity as a nation is the imperial family. It is the center from
which all living, breathing development proceeds, the self-determination of
an absolute present, embracing the past and the future…. It is said to be like
a family, and I agree with that. This is the beauty and strength of our polity.
There is no other example of a single ethnic group, from the beginning of
history up to the present, unfolding like a family in the way our nation has….
Nowhere else than in Japan has a view of national polity developed along the
lines of a state-in-morality.

In 1941 Nishida was invited to give a New Year’s lecture to the emperor.
In it he recasts his general idea of the spiritual life of a people transcending
time while the world around them is changing, through interaction with
other cultures, from a local environment to a worldwide one. He refers to
this process of change as a “nationalism” and de³nes it as meaning “not that
each country should turn back in on itself, but that each should take its
proper place in the world.” He ends with a carefully worded paraphrase of
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his idea of the imperial family as the bearer of the founding spirit of Japan
that insures a harmony between the totality and the individual.

Despite rejection of the idea of the Japanese nation extending its own
center to absorb other nations, he does hold that the Japanese spirit has a
special mission to lead the other countries of Asia, through political and
economic initiatives, to take new shape in conjunction with one another.
Rather than set itself up as one moral subject vying with others for the
absolute control, it should become the locus for a new order that transcends
this polarization of “subjects” one against the other. Thus, while rejecting
the idea of imperialism (the Japanese word uses a term suggesting a western
emperor, different from that used to refer to its own emperor) and ethnic
self-interests, Nishida is still convinced that Japan can gather other nations
into its spirit to the advantage of all. What keeps this process “moral” is that
it is the self-expression of a wider historical life and not just the self-expres-
sion of national interests.

The gap between this idea and that of an Asian sphere of co-prosperity
that the government was advocating (all other rationales for its military
escapades having failed to convince the international community) was too
small to have bothered the ordinary reader. The result was that the criti-
cisms of the of³cial ideology largely fell between the cracks, as indeed they
continue to do to this day for many western readers who rush through the
text the way one can rush through an ideological tract. One has to assume
that Nishida did not realize that the idea of the East Asian Co-Prosperity
Sphere was a smokescreen for a plan to secure the natural resources needed
to run the war machine. In either case, he served its purposes. As the Greek
proverb says, one takes on the stature of the beast one chooses to wrestle
with. I don’t think there is any denying that Nishida’s tracts on the Japanese
spirit and the national polity did just that and not, as he would have
intended, tame the beast.

The assessment of his disciples and later historians are mixed, with
opposing opinions each presenting its own reading of more or less the same
documents. Having worked through the literature several years ago and
again in the preparation of this book, and having studied further his
responses to overtures from the government and military for collaboration,
I do not see the point of adding yet another resume of the spectrum of opin-
ion. Neither is there an opinion I feel comfortable enough to ratify. 

The issue, it seems to me, is not whether Nishida lent validity to the
question of the identity of the Japanese spirit at a time when it was being
used to justify military aggressions. Of course he did. Nor is the issue
whether his idea of the nation shared with the ideological propaganda of the

98 Philosophers of Nothingness



day important assumptions about the imperial household and the special
mission of the Japanese people vis-à-vis the other peoples of Asia. Of course
it did. The question is whether his political philosophy µows naturally from
the fundamental inspirations of his philosophy or was a distraction from
that inspiration. I believe it was the latter, and that the hybrid style of his
political philosophizing mirrors that fact.

Nishida’s philosophy was not the roar of a great intellectual beast sink-
ing its teeth into the political questions of the day. It was a labyrinth of
insights and counterinsights that was best suited to detached philosophical
speculation, making their way circuitously, detached from all questions of
immediate practicality, better suited to inviting reµection than to counter-
manding the prevailing propaganda of the day. The inner recesses of the
mind seeking full awareness by denying the self was the arena of his thought
about history. If such a philosophy was politically irrelevant, this was not a
weakness to be corrected by throwing it out into the public forum of politi-
cal ideologies jostling against each other for the control of the popular
imagination. The results, I conclude, are not signi³cant either for the devel-
opment of his ideas nor for the history of political philosophy as such; and if
he is to be faulted for anything, it is for the failure to realize that ignorance
of his own limitations was a kind of complicity.

27religion, god, and inverse correlation. At some
point, Nishida shook the dust of the journey into political philosophy from
his sandals and returned to what he knew best. In the dusk of his years,
Nishida looked back over his work and made one last attempt to compre-
hend the whole. He wrote as Japan was under bombardment from the
Allied Forces and ordinary life was deteriorating rapidly. He wrote to
Hisamatsu Shin’ichi:

I put myself in the mind of Hegel writing his Phenomenology with the can-
nons of Napoleon exploding in the background, writing with the thought
that I could die any day now…. I have just now put together my general
views on religion in an essay I have called “The Logic of Locus and a Reli-
gious Worldview.” 

Nishida was too much a creature of his philosophical style to give us a
tidy summary. What he did was to give himself a summary. Without being
privy to his previous thinking, however, large sections of the essay are in
effect unintelligible. As always he no sooner starts summarizing than his
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characteristic intuitive leaps take him in new directions. Rather than tie up
the loose ends of his thinking, as he may have intended it to, it wraps every-
thing up in a furoshiki—the way he must have each day for years when he
set off for the university, tossing pencils and papers and books in and join-
ing the corners of the cloth into a knot for carrying. The furoshiki here is
religion.

Nishida had taught courses on religion proper in his ³rst years at Kyoto
University, and again at the end of his teaching career, and remnants of his
lecture notes indicate that he took up religious topics with some frequency
in other courses as well. His lecture notes from his ³rst course in 1913 on
religion give a good idea of how well versed he was in the ³eld as it was
known at the time. In addition to philosophical works, he read some of the
major works in anthropology, history, and psychology of religion. Religion
in general had remained an interest for him, but he had never written up his
own views on the subject for publication. While we can read his last essay
against the background of these notes and his scattered comments, it is a lit-
tle hazardous to try to present anything systematic.

It is ³tting, and surely Nishida recognized the coincidence, that his last
essay should deal with the same questions that conclude the book that had
launched him on his philosophical career, and that closed the book on his
years of struggle with neo-Kantianism. With his political and culture philos-
ophy to one side, he returns to concern with the highest absolutes: God,
Amida, Buddha, absolute nothingness.

Although this last essay introduces explicitly Buddhist ideas in connec-
tion with the absolute, the model for the connection remains, as it had
always been, the idea of God. Nishida’s idea of God was formed the way
most westerners form theirs: he began with the received image and simply
painted out the parts he didn’t like and painted in what he felt was missing.
He did not approach God as a “western construct” per se, unsuited to Japan-
ese temperament or modes of thought. This is the cause of some confusion,
since there are certain liberties he takes with the notion that take him
beyond the limits of western theism. But the confusion is not necessarily
Nishida’s, since what he writes about God is really of a piece with his general
attitude to western philosophy; it confounds only when separated from that
context.

Nishida’s God did not transcend the world. From the beginning, as we
saw in the concluding section of An Inquiry into the Good, religion “is some-
thing the self requires,” and God is very much part of experienced reality.
God’s absoluteness did not consist in independence from the world but in
being absolutely related to it. God was in no sense an ontological reality sui
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generis but a cipher of the dynamism of the life of the world. At the same
time, this relationship to the world was not a personal one. In fact, it has not
even the modicum of the personal we found in his idea of the I-you
relationship. Like the I-you, the relationship to God is subservient to the
ascent of the individual to true self-awareness. Thus God becomes for
Nishida a supreme expression of the awareness—without a subject, without
an object—that consciousness can attain. God is a function of human inte-
riority:

We are connected to God at our origins, because we are created beings. As
ourselves creators in a world where the opposites unite, where the contradic-
tions of past and future co-exist in the present… we touch the absolute. It is
just that we are not aware of it. But by looking back deeply into the recesses
of our own self-contradiction, we reach the absolute. It is an unconditional
surrender to God.

There are other hints of an identi³cation of God with the true self. For
example, Nishida speaks of the self discovering itself by seeing the things of
the world as its “shadows.” The connection with the Buddhist idea of the
true essence of the self as an innate but unrealized “Buddha-nature” is easy
to draw, but it is also an idea that has analogies to the discovery of God in
creation scattered through western tradition, both philosophical and literary.

At the same time, God is not to be identi³ed outright with the true self
of the individual, any more than the true self was for Nishida the absolute
principle of reality; neither is to be identi³ed with nothingness as the
absolute principle of reality. God is always and forever an expression of a
relationship between the individual and reality. God belongs irrevocably to
the world of being, which is why Nishida has no trouble referring to God as
“the absolute of being.” As an absolute that is not the highest absolute, it
must combine within itself contradictories, in this case being and the self-
negation of being. These contradictions appear in God’s kenotic act, whose
origins are in the act of creation and whose ful³llment is in the incarnate act
of love that is Christ:

Beneath the emergence of the individual, the personal self, there lies the self-
negation of the absolute. The true absolute does not simply absolve itself of
all relatives. It must always and everywhere contain self-negation within
itself, and through relation to this absolute self-negation de³ne itself as an
absolute that is an af³rmation-in-negation.

Here again, he is not speaking ontologically but attempting to interpret
ontologies of God as a metaphor of how consciousness reaches identity:
God can no longer exist apart from consciousness that relates to God than a
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metaphor can exist without language. In the end, we might say, the idea of
God was not so much a philosophical idea that had to be given a place
alongside other ideas, but an invitation to preserve the whole dimension of
religious sentiment in his account of experienced reality. The idea of God
works for Nishida much the way the great and inexhaustibly intelligible
perennial symbols of human civilization have worked, eliciting participation
in the opposites that they crystallize.

In a sense, God may be said to be paradigmatic of the idea of the union
of opposites more than the I-you relationship, though a God rarely met in
the thought of the west. For Nishida, God cannot transcend the relative
world or he would therefore be relative to it. Rather, the relative world must
somehow represent a self-negation of God. He justi³es this understanding
of God by appeal to the theological notion of the kenõsis of God in Christ:

A God who is simply self-suf³cient in a transcendent way is not the true God.
It must have a kenotic aspect that is everywhere present. A truly dialectic God
will be one that is at all times transcendent as it is immanent and immanent
as it is transcendent. This is what makes a true absolute. It is said that God
created the world out of love. Then God’s absolute love has to be something
essential to God as an absolute self-negation, not as an opus ad extra.

This idea of God, which is also evident in his ³nal essay, affected the
way Nishida understood religion, namely in its ahistorical, diachronic
dimension. The historicity of God, like that of religion, stems from the fact
that it arises from human reµection on our actual situation in the world and
grows as we pursue that reµection. This is why he can claim that his idea of
God is “neither theism nor deism, neither spiritualism nor naturalism; it is
historical.”

We should note here that not only was Nishida not concerned with pro-
moting any form of institutional af³liation, he was also not interested in
promoting a noninstitutional form of religion. He simply does not concern
himself with how religious practice requires a particular tradition of rituals
and symbols to function. Although his ³nal essay cites passages from Bud-
dhist and Christian scriptures, the religion he seeks is something that tran-
scends these particular patrimonies. From the start religiosity for him was
not a function of doctrinal knowledge. I cite an early book review from 1898:

For me, what makes religion to be religion is not a matter of what kind of
creed or ritual it has, but of the individual leaving the ³nite world to enter
into the higher realm of the in³nite. It is an extremely variable activity of
becoming united, without necessarily knowing it at the time, with what phi-
losophy calls the “absolute.” Call it feeling or even intuition, religion is get-
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ting to where life is: Buddhism speaks of liberation, Christianity speaks of sal-
vation.… For me, knowledge is completely unnecessary for religion. By
nature religion does not need to coincide with true knowledge…. Knowledge
can easily distinguish true doctrine from false because it is shallow. Religion
has a hard time discriminating the two because it is true. 

Later he will go still further to distance his idea of religion from dependence
on ethics and the concern with salvation, seeing these as products of religion
rather than its source:

Religion does not ignore the standpoint of morality. On the contrary, the
true standpoint of morality is even based on religion. But this does not mean
that one enters religion through the medium of moral deeds.… In our day it
is sometimes thought that the goal of religion is the salvation of the individ-
ual…, but this is based on ignorance of the true nature of religion. Religion is
not a matter of individual peace of mind.

His study of religion as religion was like his empiricism in that it skips
over the concrete world of synchronic history, armed only with an idea of
that world, to get directly to God, which was in fact a real world for him in
much the same way that intuition, reµection, and self-awareness were real.
God was never merely an idea, but always an experienced relationship. In
this sense, too, it is less like absolute nothingness than like the living expres-
sion of absolute nothingness that one can only know by becoming.

Nishida crowned this treatment of God as relationship with a new idea
introduced in his ³nal essay, that of inverse correspondence. In logical terms,
it is an extension of his idea of identity as the function of opposition, so that
the stronger the opposition, the more deeply rooted the identity. The model
of the application of this idea to religion is already present in his earlier
remarks about how the sinner is the one who is most conscious of the moral
ideal because the contradiction is constellated in him, and that “the more
one is an individual the more one is confronted with the transcendent.” He
repeats that idea here in connection with Shinran’s teachings, but goes fur-
ther to include the relationship between the human and the divine. His aim
is to challenge the idea of a direct correspondence between human imper-
fection and divine perfection.

The God of Nishida is not the inverted image of human impotence pro-
jected on to an omnipotence in the skies, as critics of religion since Nietz-
sche and Feuerbach were fond of saying. As a union of opposites, God rep-
resents the task of human consciousness itself. In traditional theology, the
closer religious consciousness tries to draw to God, the more one’s own
³nitude comes to the fore and inhibits knowing the divine, except as the
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divine chooses to reveal itself. Nishida’s proposal is that the deeper the con-
sciousness of one’s own ³nitude, the closer does one draw to the core of
divinity itself—namely to the awareness of ³nitude as negated by that which
embraces it without limits and af³rms it, just as it is. God can save human
beings from their ³nitude because God’s nature is kenotic, a consummate
constellation of both being and nothingness.

As I have tried to show, Nishida’s is not so much a systematic philosophy as
a philosophizing about a few basic questions. In a sense, his thought goes
around in circles, ever wider circles, but in circles nonetheless. There are no
great turning points or ruptures, and this gives a kind of arti³ciality to
attempts to distinguish “stages” in Nishida’s thought or to lay his ideas out
in straight lines. In this regard, I cannot deny a certain impatience with
those who try to use Nishida’s ideas as molds into which to pour particular
philosophical problems in order to acquire an eastern slant on them. I am
convinced that either one goes around in circles with Nishida or one ends
up wondering what all the fuss over his thought is about. Reading Nishida is
always greater and more exciting than learning how to manipulate his tech-
nical vocabulary.

Still, there would be no Kyoto-school philosophy, and probably far less
interest in Nishida aside from those specializing in the intellectual history of
Japan, were it not for the original thinking his ideas stimulated in his disci-
ples. Only in knowing them do we get an appreciation of the full force of his
philosophizing. It is to the ³rst of the principal disciples, Tanabe Hajime,
that we turn next.
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Tanabe Hajime
(1885–1962)





28 tanabe’s life and career. Tanabe Hajime was born
in Tokyo on 3 February 1885. He entered the department of natural sciences
at Imperial University of Tokyo in 1904, specializing in mathematics. The
following year he switched to philosophy, recalling in later years that he did
not think he had it in him to be a mathematician. After graduating in 1908
he took up a post as a teacher of English at a middle school, later transfer-
ring to the school where his father was principal.

His philosophical career began in 1913 at Tõhoku Imperial University,
where he was appointed lecturer in the department of natural sciences. In
his lectures during those ³rst years he concentrated on the fundamental
problems of science, basing himself on German texts. His ³rst writings,
among them a book on the philosophy of science published in 1915, shows
that he had kept much of his interest in mathematics and logic. Like many a
young student of philosophy of his day, he was drawn to the currents of
neo-Kantian thought that were dominant in Germany at the time. Given his
interests in science and mathematics, it was natural for him to be more
attracted to the circle of thinkers in Marburg around Paul Gerhard Natorp
and Hermann Cohen, who were laying the groundwork for a theory of
knowledge that would bring philosophy and the natural sciences closer
together. Nevertheless, he was convinced—and wrote as much in a 1915
essay—that the work of Heinrich Rickert of the competing Freiburg school,
who was interested in the human sciences and in understanding the role of
value-systems and the place of a scienti³c worldview in general culture, was
a necessary balance, and that only a combination of the two approaches
would satisfy. 

In any case, although he had already ³nished his formal study, he hoped
to familiarize himself at ³rst hand with the intellectual environment in
Europe in order to complete a grand project he had set himself: a rethinking
of Kant’s transcendental logic in the light of Husserl’s phenomenology,
Bergson’s vitalism, and the ideas of his brilliant senior colleague in Kyoto,
Nishida Kitarõ. Natorp had already retired but Cohen was still active, and
Marburg seemed a natural choice.

Cohen’s death in 1918 cast a cloud over those hopes, but within a year
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things had changed completely with the invitation by Nishida to take up the
post of assistant professor of philosophy at Kyoto Imperial University.
Nishida, who had himself just surfaced after four tortured years of struggle
with neo-Kantian thought, had heard of the young Tanabe and saw promise
in his writings. Tanabe was ecstatic at having been singled out, and even
more pleased to learn that Nishida would support his plan to study in
Europe. 

In 1922, with a grant from Japan’s Ministry of Education, Tanabe left for
Berlin, where he worked for a year under the Austrian Kant scholar Alois
Riehl, a neo-Kantian interested in showing the relevance of Kant to sci-
enti³c positivism. Riehl advised him to study further with Rickert in Heidel-
berg, but Tanabe moved instead to Freiburg to work in the shadow of
Husserl. With the end of the First World War, the winds that had once bil-
lowed full in the sails of neo-Kantian thought had died down to a breeze,
and Tanabe was not about to put himself through what Nishida had gone
through if there was an alternative that would satisfy his demand for a phi-
losophy alert to the demands of science. Phenomenology held out just such
promise, and the fact that it was an attempt to break free of the radical sub-
jectivity of the neo-Kantians that had kept Nishida in its grip for so many
years must have made it all the more appealing. 

In 1923, while in Freiburg, he was invited to Husserl’s home to address a
small gathering. Although the impression he left is reported to have been
favorable, Husserl seems to have taken over in midstream and left the young
Japanese philosopher, already fumbling with the German language, to one
side. Husserl made clear his hopes that Tanabe would be a bridge for the
phenomenological movement to the east. Tanabe would have none of it.
Disenchanted, he turned his attention instead to the younger Martin Heid-
egger, who had just been appointed professor at Marburg with the help of
Husserl, and in whose “phenomenology of life” he recognized an orientation
sympathetic to his own interests. The two became friends and Heidegger
tutored him privately in German philosophy.

When Tanabe returned to Japan in 1924, anxious to continue his own
work, he was immediately saddled with a request from Nishida to prepare a
memorial lecture in celebration of the two-hundredth anniversary of Kant’s
birth. In preparing that lecture, which focused on Kant’s teleology, he made
a clean break from what he saw as the epistemological muddle of the neo-
Kantians and the abstract dogmatism of German idealism. Soon thereafter,
in the course of two years of lectures on Fichte and Schelling his interest in
Hegel was piqued. He devoted two years to the Encyclopedia followed by
thirteen years spent on the Phenomenology of Spirit. During these years he
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came to see the importance of the element of dialectic in Hegel and to adjust
his own thinking in line with it. From this grew his own original contribu-
tion to Kyoto-school philosophy. 

In 1927 Tanabe was named full professor and the following year Nishida
retired, leaving the chair to him. Tanabe rose to the challenge of the posi-
tion with great outward intensity and even greater inner turmoil. Students
noticed a nervous edge to the usual earnestness of his lecture. The scattered
streaks of gray in his hair spread visibly. It was far less the prestige of the
appointment than the lingering presence of the absent Nishida that was
weighing on him. In January of 1930 Nishida published his System of the
Self-awareness of the Universal, and Tanabe took the occasion to publish in
May a critical essay ³tted out with the ambiguous title “Looking Up to
Nishida’s Teachings.” Nishida found it a “heartless” affront and was incensed.
Thus was provoked the confrontation with his mentor that was to prove a
turning point in the advance of his own philosophical position. 

What began as no more than a slight crease in Tanabe’s esteem for his
mentor ended up as a yawning chasm of discord that neither was able to
bridge. They grew further and further apart until they could not suffer each
other’s company, and in fact could hardly read each other’s writings with-
out misunderstanding. This is not to say that they did not continue to learn
from their differences, and even to sharpen their own views as a result, but
only that their personal relations had deteriorated to the point that those
who counted them both as their teachers were helpless to do more than look
sadly on as their empathy toward each other worsened more and more.

Many of the reports concerning the bad blood between Tanabe and
Nishida are contained in essays written while Nishida was still alive, which
tells us that it was common knowledge and that somehow his students
expected him to set things right. With Nishida’s death in 1945, Tanabe did
not, as one would have expected, compose a memorial piece. His reµections
are missing in major collections of reminiscences. One hesitates to call it an
act of vengeance, but so vehement was the division that when the ³rst edi-
tion of Nishida’s Complete Works was published, Nishida’s correspondence
with Tanabe (over one hundred letters in all) was omitted. Pressures from
the academic community had the letters instated in a later edition.

Though he had contemplated resigning during the dif³cult times of the
war years, Tanabe held out until age sixty, retiring from Kyoto University in
1945, at which point he was named professor emeritus. For reasons of health
he moved to the relative isolation of a small mountain cottage in Kita-
Karuizawa, Gunma Prefecture, where he had been accustomed to spending
his summers. There he and his wife Chiyo spent the last six years of their life



together. It was from there that he would put the ³nishing touches on his
existing philosophy, issue a call for a metanoesis of the Japanese people, and
work out his ³nal thoughts—a philosophy of death. Conditions there, which
were pleasant enough in the summer, were harsh in the winter. With tempera-
tures falling as low as –2oºc, the bitter mountain winds would easily find
their way into the simple wood structure.

In 1952 he traveled to Tokyo to receive the cultural order of merit from
the government, the only philosopher since Nishida to receive it. Other than
that, he did not leave his retreat. He is reported to have said that he could
not stand the sight of the foreign occupation forces monitoring Japan’s poli-
tics and the wretched condition into which Japanese morality and arts had
fallen after defeat. More than that, he added, “I can only feel my part in the
responsibility for having led Japan to the pitiable fate it is in today, and the
more I feel it, the more I lose the right to die a peaceful death on my tatami
mats.”

While in retirement he continued to write and held occasional seminars
and lectures in one of the two cottages of his villa, and to receive visitors,
among them Nishitani, who is said to have spent long hours in discussion
with his former teacher. The death of his wife in 1951, after thirty-³ve years
of marriage, left a large gap in his life and turned his thoughts away from
the dialectics of the living historical world to the dialectics of death. His
increasing interest in religion included attention to the Christian idea of the
communio sanctorum in which the life and relationships that are trans-
formed into death are again transformed back into life. 

In 1957 he was recommended by Heidegger for an honorary doctorate at
the University of Freiburg, which he received in absentia due to his age and
failing health. Tanabe entered hospital in 1961 suffering from a softening of
the brain and died there on 29 April the following year at the age of seventy-
seven. His gravestone, which rests outside of his mountain cottage, is plain
and unadorned, as be³ts the life he led, and carries only the phrase My
search is for truth, and it alone.

29 tanabe’s philosophical style. For the most part,
Tanabe’s philosophical prose is ponderous and lacking in rhetorical µour-
ish. His sentences are long and winding yet crafted with mathematical preci-
sion. At his best, he makes his way from one thought to the next in short,
studied strides, with a great deal of repetition but little ambiguity of expres-
sion. At his worst, he concentrates earlier complex arguments into almost
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unreadable density. His frequent concatenation of abstract terms tend to
grate on the Japanese reader not already familiar with western philosophical
style, but the clarity of his conjunctions makes translating him into western
languages relatively easy, even when the content is too obtuse to under-
stand. It comes as no surprise that he refused all offers to write light, topical
pieces. He was a philosopher, and anything else was mere distraction.

At the same time, he was a voracious reader and his own interests were
remarkably wide ranging. As one student recalls, they used to refer to him as
“the trawler,” because while others would angle in the philosophical pond
one ³sh at a time, he would drag the bottom and sweep up everything at
once. But he was careful, and his style of writing reµects the way he himself
worked with the philosophical texts that he decided were to be of impor-
tance for him. As a rule, he preferred to read the original texts with little ref-
erence to secondary literature, which gave him a certain liberty of interpre-
tation. In the seminars and lectures he held on Hegel’s Phenomenology of the
Spirit in the 1930s he used the original German, and there is little doubt that
the pain he took with explaining the material to his students left its mark on
his own writing. 

Tanabe was a popular teacher during his years at Kyoto, the halls where
he lectured often ³lled to overµowing with students and professors. He took
preparation of his classes seriously, and his students recall him as the only
one to lecture without notes. To this end he normally refused all visitors the
day before. He would stalk back and forth as he talked, “like a lion roaming
restlessly about in its cage,” as one of his students recalls. At the same time
he was strict. He welcomed questions, however naïve, but was slow to suffer
triviality, caricature, sarcasm, and simple cleverness. He never smiled in the
presence of his students and commanded an almost terri³ed respect from
them inside the classroom and out. Even in the company of his peers he was
not given to banter and joviality.

At the same time, he is remembered as one of the rare teachers of his
day who would often admit in front of his students that his thinking was
still on the way and that he did not know the answers to some of their ques-
tions or what the consequences of his own thinking were. In philosophical
discussion he would use all his skills without distinction before students and
professors alike. As Takeuchi recalls, 

The nature of his philosophical dialogue may be compared to a lion concen-
trating all its energies on its prey, even if it is only a rabbit. At times we
novices would be struck a painful blow, but we know that it was motivated
by our teacher’s love of philosophy, waiting for us to recover before he would
attack again.
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If Tanabe was demanding of others, he was more demanding of himself.
Already from his university days he is remembered as serious and aloof. He
lived a stern and ascetic lifestyle. Over the thirty years that he spent in Kyoto
he assiduously avoided sightseeing and excursions, “µeeing the world as if it
were a virus.” 

Once Tanabe had laid the foundations for his own philosophical stand-
point with the dialectics of absolute mediation, his work had an intensity of
focus. Everything from then on was connected to that position—³lling it
out, clarifying, enhancing. But the growth was organic and the stages we dis-
cover in hindsight were passed through naturally by Tanabe himself. Only
his metanoetics seemed to him to represent a major change of position,
though as we shall see it was not so great a change at all.

As a philosopher, Tanabe was nothing if not a system-builder. Wrest-
ling with classical issues in philosophy, keeping au courant of the latest intel-
lectual developments, and applying insights to concrete problems were not
enough for him. He needed a grand scheme into which all the things of life
could be translated. Once he had put his formal education behind him and
decided to shake free of the imposing shadow of Nishida, he set out to do
just that. With the creativity of the architect he sketched out the blueprints
of his Gothic philosophical cathedral line by line—annexing, tearing down,
elaborating, but always with the whole in mind so that each part reµected it
and yet added something. Master architect though he was, he worked to
scale, at one remove from the tools and materials needed to realize what he
had sketched out on the drawing board. And should part of his blueprint
prove disastrous in the practice, that only sent him back to the drawing
board. Not even his later radical critique of reason was able to challenge his
conviction that philosophy must be a systematic and all-inclusive represen-
tation of reality. It simply meant it had to be buttressed from the outside to
keep it from caving in.

When it comes to laying out his main ideas and contributions in résumé,
there is no choice at times, as was the case with Nishida, but to overlay ear-
lier ideas with later ones. And this in spite of the fact that his crowning idea,
the logic of the speci³c, led him in a direction that he later repented of pub-
licly. But it was a repentance of a very general nature, tempered by the insis-
tence that he had been misunderstood and with no apparent attempt to
locate the point at which his thought had taken a wrong turn. Tanabe’s
µirtations with nationalism need to be read differently from Nishida’s. For
almost no one reads Tanabe’s lapses—or even his judgment that it was only
his silence and lack of action that was his downfall—the way he himself
does. In the presentation that follows, I will try to show that his thought
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does present a total structure from beginning to end, and that his political
deviation resulted from a failure to examine his own premises and to heed
his own warnings.

30 pure experience, objective knowledge, moral-

ity. From early on, it was clear that Tanabe would head in a direction dif-
ferent from that of Nishida. Indeed, it was precisely his different perspective
on the idea of pure experience that had drawn Nishida’s attention to him.

Tanabe’s ³rst essay, “On Thetic Judgment,” was a short piece that gath-
ered up the main ideas he had presented in his graduation thesis. It was
published in 1910 in the Journal of Philosophy, a year before Nishida’s Study
of the Good would appear, but was based on the idea of pure experience as
Nishida had outlined it in the pages of that same journal. What interested
Tanabe in the idea of pure experience was how the subject-object
dichotomy was generated from it. His argument is that it is the objective
element that ³rst appears, announcing its existence as necessary in the form
of a judgment in which the subject does not appear at all, namely the pre-
scriptive or “thetic” judgment. The basis of all objective knowledge, he says,
is that esse est percipi, which cannot lead to subjective idealism because it
does not initially posit an ego.

This last point is signi³cant because it would steer him away from
Nishida’s focus on consciousness. While Nishida focused on the subjective
element in art, literature, and religion, Tanabe headed out in the direction
of objective knowledge—including objective idealism—that would keep
mathematics and the sciences within the realms of philosophy. He consid-
ered the idea of pure experience to be in accord with the basic Kantian posi-
tion that knowledge is not simply the representation of an objective world
to a perceiving subject but a unity constructed in consciousness. But he felt
that focusing too exclusively on either the construction or the consciousness
did not do justice to the idea of pure experience.

The route by which Tanabe came to clarify this focus was far from
straight. His writings during the years before his period of study in Germany
show him shifting from one foot to the other in search of a clear philosophi-
cal agenda. The more he read of neo-Kantian thought, the more he was of
two minds about it. The Marburg school seemed to him too ³xated on logi-
cism as a way to bridge the gap between philosophy and the natural sci-
ences, and missed out on the human sciences. This was compensated by
Freiburg-school thinkers, who preferred to speak of the construction of
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worldviews grounded in values. But since by nature “the natural sciences
and the human sciences both tend to objectify pure experience,” they also
tended to forget it. The clearest indication to him of this was the downgrad-
ing of the place of human freedom in a philosophy of science on the neo-
Kantian model.

This theme shows up in his ³rst book, The Natural Sciences Today.
Turning his attention directly onto the scienti³c worldview itself, Tanabe
argues that the remarkable achievements of science in manipulating the nat-
ural world tended to exempt it from the value judgments proper to the
human sciences. The idea of moral freedom, he argued, would serve as the
meeting point at which all approaches to objective knowledge could enrich
one another and without which they could never ³nd a way back to original,
pure experience. A short essay on “Moral Freedom,” published the follow-
ing year while he was preparing his second book on An Outline of the Sci-
ences (and that at the same time as a series of articles on mathematics), adds
this important question to Tanabe’s philosophical agenda. 

Like Kant, Tanabe accepted that freedom is not a given fact, but an ideal
that belongs to the world of value and not the world of being. And he ends
his essay on just this note. But he also indicates that it will not do to dispose
of free will by shufµing it off to an inner subjective realm where it gets cut
off from the objective world ruled by the law of cause-and-effect. We have
forgotten how important it is, he insists, “from time to time to take leave of
the dogmatism and biases we see in science for a wider standpoint from
which to focus our gaze on the self.” He ends his book on this note:

If the method of the natural sciences is taken as the only way to look at
human life…, religion becomes delusion, morality becomes a utility, and art
becomes a mechanism for pleasing our natural impulses, leaving no room to
understand the true meaning of religion, morality, and art. If, on the other
hand, one looks at things from the standpoint of ideals, one looks at the sci-
ence as embodying the results of the ideal of “truth,” in addition to which are
other ideals like good, beauty, integrity, and so on, then we have to say that
morality, art, and religion each share the same foundations as science…. It is
up to the various domains of philosophy, based on a phenomenology that
seeks out the truth of intuitions, to show the way to understand these foun-
dations. This is the task I set myself for future work.

For a brief spell he did in fact turn away from Kant and the neo-Kan-
tians toward nineteenth-century German idealism and the thought of
Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel for an idea of consciousness in general that
would be consistent both with his interest in objective knowledge and the
preservation of freedom. The strongest attraction at this time seems to have
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been to Fichte. In particular, he was drawn to the idea of rejecting the static
transcendent unity of the pure Kantian subject in favor of an active ego that
constitutes itself in its interaction with the world. At roughly the same time
as Nishida was struggling with Fichte, as Tanabe would have known, he was
trying to appropriate Fichte’s idea of selfhood as not one substantial datum
among the other data of the world but itself as much a captum as the objec-
tive world—that is, as an act-fact or Tathandlung.

It was not until he had returned from study abroad that he would face
the question of morality and free will head-on. On the boat returning from
study in Germany, Tanabe pored over Kant’s three critiques to prepare him-
self for the essay Nishida had requested of him. It was to turn him in an
unexpected direction, away from epistemology and toward the pursuit of a
worldview. He recalls his sentiments:

I felt resonate within me that same demand for a philosophy of worldviews
that had swelled in the German philosophical world during the First World
War…. My ³rst work on returning was to write on Kant’s teleology…. By
what I can only call a twist of fate, it ended up a turning point for me from
critique to worldview, from mathematics, physics, and the natural sciences to
the history of human society.

The line is not quite as direct nor the causes so reliant on fate as Tanabe has
it, but at least brief mention should be made of the contents of this carefully
argued essay.

Tanabe focuses on what he sees as the unsatisfactory notion of teleology
in Kant’s critique of practical reason. Tanabe sorts out three kinds of teleol-
ogy in that third critique that he tries to synthesize under the rubric of “a
dialectics of will.” First is a formal, logical teleology whereby the structure of
the mind predisposes us to move inductively from particular laws to univer-
sal laws so as to make a systematic whole. Second, there is an internal teleol-
ogy required to explain purposiveness in living organisms and in nature as a
whole, a teleology that is not explainable through mechanical principles of
natural science. Third, he introduces what he calls a “teleology of self-
awareness” to mediate dialectically the gap that Kant had left between the
laws of nature and the free will of the moral subject. This teleology belongs
to neither nature nor free will but to the realm of culture and history, which
do not belong as such to reµective reason but stand against it. “In the same
sense in which freedom is a constructive principle of morality, a teleology of
self-awareness is a constructive principle of history.”

Insofar as morality and free will are essential to philosophical critique,
the question of teleology is unavoidable, and this, observes Tanabe, in turn
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requires attention to religion. It will not do to see all of this as merely
another analogy for the innate structure of the rational mind. The demands
of reason itself require ³lling out from a standpoint of moral praxis in
which the transformation of consciousness and the transformation of the
historical world are brought into the picture. 

The only indications Tanabe gives of what the telos of moral action
might be are strictly formal, based on a general principle of dialectic,
according to which the self loses itself in the other for the sake of a goal out-
side of the self. His notion of morality is not yet ³tted out with any more
concrete goal other than to say that it is a creative act of freedom in which
the forfeiture of self for other is objecti³ed in culture and history. Still, we
have here the ingredients for the ³rst major step that Tanabe would take
toward establishing his own philosophical standpoint.

31 pure relationship, absolute mediation. When
Nishida introduced his logic of locus in 1926 in the attempt to relate
absolute nothingness more closely to the goal of awareness, Tanabe did not
follow suit. Instead he began to work out an idea of “absolute mediation”
distilled from his careful reading of Hegel. In a 1930 essay openly critical of
the senior Nishida, he presented his idea as an alternative way to incorpo-
rate the idea of absolute nothingness into philosophy.

As we have seen, the more Tanabe tried to work from Nishida’s per-
spective of awareness grounded in pure and immediate experience (or in its
more recent formulation, active intuition), the more he realized it did not
³t him as a starting point for philosophy. In addition to his interests in lay-
ing the ground for an objective knowledge that would bring science into
philosophy, he had never been drawn to the practice of Zen as Nishida had,
nor did he draw inspiration from the kind of poetic utterances that Nishida
used to talk about experience or intuition. He fully shared his mentor’s con-
viction of the philosopher’s task as increasing awareness and ridding the
mind of the clichés in which it is used to think. But the appeal of the sci-
enti³c method and the language of mathematics, coupled with an inveterate
impatience with the stupidity he saw at work in the political arena, needed
surer footing for his thinking to advance. He found this in the idea that all
reality is interrelated, and all of the events of the world are a dialectic of that
interrelatedness.

If this reorientation of his thinking was prompted by the philosophical
texts with which he was working in his lectures, it was solidi³ed by his delib-
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erate fall from grace as the crown prince of Nishida’s philosophy. One can
hardly fail to note the irony in the fact that the most important personal
relationship of his philosophical career soured just when Tanabe was offer-
ing its mirror-image in an idea of the primacy of relationship—an idea with
roots as deep in early Buddhism as Nishida’s pure experience was in the Zen
tradition—worked out in dialectical tension. Tanabe does not seem to have
noticed the coincidence. 

The ³rst step in Tanabe’s idea of a dialectic of absolute mediation was
not very different from Hegel’s, or for that matter from Nishida’s logic of
locus. His study of Kant and the neo-Kantians had left him deeply
dissatis³ed on several counts. His instincts told him that the individuality of
particular beings that make up the real world cannot be accounted for by
virtue of some numinous essence or thing-in-itselfness that is permanently
obscured from view by biases built into the structure of mind. Even if the
base of the critique of mind is broadened to include the conventions of lan-
guage and social structure, the assumption of an underlying but inaccessible
substance to things seemed misguided, and when applied to the mind itself,
viciously circular. It also infringed, and did so without suf³cient reason, on
the foundational Buddhist ideas of the nonsubstantiality of things and the
self on the one hand, and the co-arising of all things on the other. On every
count Hegel’s starting point—that each individual is what it is and does
what it does by virtue of relationship with other individuals—was more
promising. 

If the primary fact of individuality, then, was to be explained in terms of
the relationship between one thing and another, the paradigmatic example
of this lay in the awakening of the conscious self through consciousness of
an other that is not the self. By denying its identity with an other, the self
not only af³rms its own individuality but at the same time af³rms the
dependency of that individuality on the relationship with the other that it is
not. The self-suf³ciency of the notion of substance is too obviously a ³ction
to serve as the basis for what makes a thing the individual that it is. The
essence of the individual items that make up the world can only be grasped
as a function of their radical relativity to other things around them. Each
thing, and hence also each individual consciousness, is at one and the same
time its own self and an other to every other thing with which it interacts,
and apart from this interaction nothing exists.

The model is Hegel’s but his explanation adds to this echoes of Nishida’s
concern that philosophical logic reach beyond grammatical form and rules
of thinking to keep us in mind of the fact that there is, after all, an actual
experiential world we are trying to explain, and that the mind that is trying
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to explain it is part of it. When Tanabe speaks of the essential identity of the
individual as a “self-in-other,” he means to include not only relationships
among conscious human beings but among all objects in the material world,
as well as among the whole range of customs, institutions, and social struc-
tures in which the historical world entangles us. And when he speaks of the
dialectic this entails as an “af³rmation-in-negation” he means to insist that
no statement of pure af³rmation or pure negation about the way the world
is, is complete without its opposite. 

But simply to say that things or persons or institutions are what they are
because they are not other things, or that things are related to one another
by not being one another, is almost banal in its self-evidence. The crucial
point is that these very relationships are always and ever mediated by other
relationships. Nothing on its own relates to anything else directly, but
always through the agency of other relationships. And nothing in reality is
exempt from this pattern, not even the reason that mediates this realization.
This was the nature of an irreversible insight from which Tanabe would
never retreat. Still, there was a long and twisting road ahead as what was
basically one abstract model replacing another strove to have something
concrete to say about this mutually dependent, absolutely mediated reality
we live in.

32 a reinterpretation of absolute nothingness. At
the time Nishida was studying philosophy, and indeed throughout his
career, one of the major problems inherited from the nineteenth century
was that of the conµict between the individual and society. As his students
and contemporaries caught in the maelstrom of Marxist thought com-
plained to him often enough, the issue was begged, not settled, by focusing
concrete attention on the awakening of the individual and reducing history
to some general notion of historicity. The younger Tanabe, who had not yet
worked out a clear philosophical position of his own, was quick to register
the signi³cance of the criticism. The ³rst use to which he put his new idea of
a dialectics of absolute mediation was that of a wedge to pry open the ideas
of absolute nothingness and self-awareness he had inherited from Nishida—
ideas whose crucial importance for philosophy he never questioned—to the
historical world. For Tanabe, awakening to a transhistorical, universal
absolute nothingness must be seen as a “differential” fact within a wider his-
torical-relative reality, whereas for Nishida absolute nothingness was the
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principle of the entire system and as such was thought of from the start as
an “integral” whole in terms of which relative things are systematized.

The shift from pure experience to absolute will, brought about by his
experiment with a “dialectics of will” in his essay on Kant, shows up in his
attention to the role of will in moral praxis. While the inµuence of Nishida’s
attention to “knowing by becoming” as the foundation for morality is clear,
it was only natural that Tanabe would not stop there but go on now to ask
whether the totality of particular correlations among things, persons, and
institutions pointed to a grander, universal dialectic working itself out in
time; and whether that could relate to absolute nothingness.

From even the short account given above, it should be clear that
Tanabe’s view of history itself as dialectic—that is to say, as a process in
which the giving-and-taking of identities among individuals constitutes a
comprehensive drama of conµict, resolution, and new conµict—was sympa-
thetic to Hegel. In broad terms he agreed with the idea that as individuals
and the social structures they build up among themselves live and die
through time, it is not only particular relationships that are changing shape
from one moment to the next or one age to the next, but history itself that is
working out its own identity. 

What is important to note here is that he did not take the further step
that Hegel did, namely the leap to a providential, if somewhat cunning,
rationality at work behind history. This would have required the notion of
an absolute self transcending history, since there is no reason without a
rational subject. Either this self would be a true absolute and hence
exempted from the universal law of absolute mediation, giving identity to
others but not receiving it in return; or it would be an absolute only relative
to our history, partaking in a parallel history, in which case it would require
a realm of other selves also transcending our actual history to form its own
dialectic, thus raising the question of a still higher absolute and hence an
in³nite regress. In either case, it was unacceptable. If mediation is an
absolute principle, then there can be nothing beyond it that mediates it; it
must be an in-mediate fact. History must therefore be an all-encompassing
unity, a single story of selves and others coming into being and passing away
in relationship with one another. To talk of the world of being as a whole
would be to talk about reality in-the-making. Just as nothing that exists is
unmediated, so nothing that exists is not in the process of becoming. If
there is teleology in history, it must be in history, not beyond it.

From the start, Tanabe was wary not only of submitting the individual
will to a transcendent will but also of submerging it in an ineluctable
advance of pure historical necessity. For this reason, it was not only Hegel’s
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idealism that he rejected but the alternative of a Marxist-oriented dialectical
materialism as well. Like many of his age, he read this as contradicting the
free will of the individual, a step he ³rmly rejected. Thus, while he main-
tained a certain sympathy towards Marx, he did not see the point in replac-
ing the rule of providence over the conscious subject with the rule of social
institutions, no matter how good those institutions happen to be.

Numerous early comments on the position of the state vis-à-vis the
individual scattered throughout his writings con³rm our suspicion that
Tanabe’s adoption of the dialectic was headed in a direction quite different
from that of either the Hegelian or the Marxist recipes. What is more, the
fact that so avid a reader as he never bothered to base his views regarding
Marxism on a serious study of Marx’s works, and that he seems to have
maintained to the end his initial impressions that its economic theory and
data were simply a “secondary means” to enhance what were fundamentally
philosophical ideas, makes it clear that socialist thought never worked more
than a marginal stimulus on his own thinking.

At the same time as he resisted the diminution of the subject in history,
Tanabe was not prepared to see conscious awareness (or its pure form of
“immediate experience” in which the subject-object dichotomy falls away)
as a suf³cient consciousness of history—as he thought Nishida had done.
What then is left to account for the unfolding of history? What is it that is
working itself out in time through the interplay of relationships whose para-
digm is that between the concrete subject and the social order? Is history’s
“dialectic” an ultimately meaningless hydraulics of energy µowing back and
forth between self and other to give each its identity by negating the other,
or is there some telos corresponding to the myth of a divine providence
making its will concrete in history? The answer, he concluded, lay in
reclaiming the Buddhist notion of nothingness, which Nishida had already
elevated to the status of an absolute, as a kind of anti-telos.

For Tanabe absolute nothingness, even if viewed as a transcendent locus
with Nishida, is not an unmediated universal, a supreme class embracing all
beings but itself lacking in differentiation. That would make it the equiva-
lent of the totality of being and return it to the realm of being. It does not
belong to being, but at the same time its activity is only manifest in the world
of being, refracted, for example, in the ethical activities of self-negating
praxis. As Tanabe understood it, absolute nothingness had to serve at least
to function as a mirror image of the Judaeo-Christian God of Being in the
sense that it would provide a transcendental unity to history, but without
being assigned the role of providing a ³nal telos as in Hegel’s philosophy.

As an absolute nothingness, the idea was not merely a shorthand for an
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apophasia or aphasia of reason in the face of ultimate reality; it was also a
rejection of the absoluteness of the concept of being itself, and hence of its
suitableness as a ground for correlatives to stand on in order to identify and
determine each other:

To imagine an absolute apart from this historical mediation, a being that
transcends and encompasses relatives, is to end up either in the submersion
of the autonomous individual in the vile equality of pantheism, or in the
dominion of the unmediated, selective divine will of theism…. Both tenden-
cies are undeniably present in Hegel…. The basic and unfortunate underly-
ing mistake of Hegel is the positing of an unmediated, absolute being beyond
the transcendental unity of dialectical nothingness, locating it outside the
working of nothingness as self-identical being, and entrusting it to a heretical
logic of substance.

As absolute, nothingness must be universally at work in all the relation-
ships that make up the dialectics of history and it must be unmediated. It
cannot be a self, a totality of selves, or a higher self, since the self requires an
other, and the absolute by de³nition is absolved of all interrelationship and
dialectic with others. There can be no unchanging Entity or unchanging
substrate of Being giving a telos to the dialectical world of being. Only an
absolute (that is, a non-mediated) nothingness (that is, a non-being-ness)
can provide a unifying telos to history.

However far Tanabe’s thought wandered into history and later into reli-
gion, he never questioned the primacy of the concept of nothingness in the
philosophical venture. To cite from a late work:

All science needs to take some entity or other as its object of study. The point
of contact is always in being, not in nothing. The discipline that has to do
with nothingness is philosophy. Religion encounters nothingness and over-
comes it in faith, art in feeling; but it is only philosophy that deals with noth-
ingness in knowing from the academic standpoint. Since Aristotle meta-
physics has been de³ned as the study of existence as such, of being itself; but
if being is something that can only be known concretely through the media-
tion of nothingness, it is more ³tting that we should de³ne philosophy in
terms of nothingness, paradoxical as this may look at ³rst.

At this point in his thinking, it is clear that absolute nothingness is a
kind of dynamic, almost a kind of élan vital, that keeps the dialectic of inter-
relatedness going. But Tanabe does not yet make clear just what difference
this makes to philosophical argument. What is clear is that human con-
sciousness enjoyed the privileged capacity to realize what was going on, and
that this capacity was the ground for moral action. Given our innate impa-
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tience with the frustration of personal desires in the larger order of things,
the awareness of what history is makes no difference without the capacity to
distinguish between what is going on and should be going on. “It is in
morality,” he write, “that we ³nd philosophy’s vital immediacy.”

At least initially, therefore, the new interpretation of absolute nothing-
ness did less to clarify the content of the telos of history than to ask the
question of how human will can best share in its vitality. The answer begins
with a critique of how will errs by not consulting its reason, a critique that
led him to his logic of the speci³c. Later we shall see how the notion of
absolute nothingness gets new depth when enriched by the idea of Other-
power in Pure Land Buddhism.

33 the origins of the logic of the specific. With the
reformulation of the idea of absolute nothingness, Tanabe’s dialectic of
absolute mediation had next to come to terms with its own abstractness and
distance from the actual historical world. As he himself admitted, “my past
bias towards abstraction stems from a µaw in my speculative powers.” He
sought an answer in a new logic, the logic of the speci³c.

Tanabe’s expressed reasons for introducing a new logic, in which he did
not include any mention of a confrontation with the logic of locus of
Nishida, were two. First, he said, was a practical concern with “seeking out
rational grounds to the controls imposed by the society as a nation on its
individual members.” Second was what he felt as the need to revise general
logic in the strict sense of the word. The ordering of these two purposes is
deliberate. Tanabe did not ³rst work out a logic and then apply it to prob-
lems in the historical world. At the same time, we must not be too hasty to
conclude, in the light of later events, that he had simply worked out a logic
to justify a political position towards the Japanese state that he had already
decided on by the mid-1930s.

Allusions to the ³rst concern with the role of the state as a limit on the
individual were already present in his earlier writings, but had not ³gured in
his idea of absolute mediation or in his grounding of history in absolute
nothingness. Already in 1922, for example, years before Japan’s military
buildup and at the height of Taishõ liberalism and its positive mood of
democracy, Tanabe had published such remarks in an essay on “The Notion
of Culture.” In it he accepted socialism’s critique of bourgeois culturism and
its idea of democracy, but at the same time rejected what he saw as its
wholesale dismissal of the philosophic enterprise. His aim was a kind of
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social democracy that would preserve the best of both viewpoints. He
stressed the development of an “ethnic state” as Japan’s “duty” to the inter-
national community of nations. He expressed there his disappointment with
what he called Taishõ “culturism,” by which he understood the worship of
high culture from abroad and the attempt to emulate it. The root of the
problem, as he saw it, lay in a rush from a stress on the individual to
humanity as a whole organized in the form of western democracy but
“ignoring respect for the race and forgetting the important signi³cance of
the nation.” What was needed was a new philosophical ideal distinct from
that of western states.

It was against the backdrop of this general critical approach to the
Japanese saeculum that Tanabe had been rethinking Hegel’s idea of the con-
crete universal and objective spirit as a way to work the notion of absolute
nothingness into history. As he worked out his own dialectic of absolute
mediation grounded in absolute nothingness, it struck Tanabe that the rea-
son that the rules of logic are not useful for clarifying moral issues in the
historical world is that they are structurally designed not to. Nishida’s cri-
tique of logic based on subject and predicate had helped to explain why
logic could not get at what was going on in the process of coming to aware-
ness. It had shown how the concatenation of relations between universals
and particulars in the realm of pure logic failed to do justice to pure experi-
ence. But it had not bridged the gap between awareness and the way social
institutions of civil society affect our modes of thought. 

The immediate catalyst for the proposal of a new logic did not come, as
we might expect, from the neo-Kantians, where the concern with the effect
of social values on philosophical and scienti³c worldviews was already very
much present. In fact, Tanabe does not really cite them in this context at all.
Rather it came from a reading of Bergson set against the backdrop of the
increasing tensions in Japan’s current political situation at the time. Tanabe
had already known Bergson’s work, though it seems more indirectly through
Nishida’s writing than from any reading of his own. When a copy of Berg-
son’s Two Sources of Morality and Religion, which came out in 1932, fell into
Tanabe’s hands, he immediately recognized in it his own concerns with the
historical conditions of a religious worldview and an ethic. 

Drawing on Durkheim’s sociology to distinguish between the “open”
and “closed” society, and adding his own distinction between “dynamic”
and “static” religion, Bergson tried to show how the option for the former
over the latter was a matter of crucial importance for philosophical thought.
Tanabe was led to see two important facts about Japan: ³rst, that its engage-
ments in Asia were grounded on the ideology of an ethnically based, totemi-
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cally sealed clan mentality of the closed society, which would prohibit it
from joining the great open societies of the world; and second, that the truly
open society is not merely a function of intellectual conversion but must
draw on and transform the same instinctual drives and innate sense of obli-
gation to the group that is at work in the closed society.

The obvious, and simplest, solution would have been to follow Bergson
and encourage an openness of the individual mind to the whole human
community without being bound by the constraints of one’s particular
tribal unit, and to rely on religion to provide the necessary motivation in the
form of universal love. But Tanabe took a different tact by overlaying his
dialectic on Bergson’s distinctions. He saw ethics as by nature tending to
close a society in on itself and religion as by nature opening it up to univer-
sal human concerns, and argued that a mutual mediation of the two would
supply each with what was wanting. The ³rst and most important task,
accordingly, was to make the nature of tribal bias as transparent as possible
in order to allow it to be replaced by the rationality of the open society. To
achieve that transparency, he had to identify the formal parameters of the
logic that individuals in society use to think their thoughts and to exercise
their moral obligations, in order thereby to clarify the difference in rational
content between the open and the closed society.

When Tanabe ³rst broached these ideas in a lengthy 1934 essay on “The
Logic of Social Existence,” it was clear that he was caught in a question that
would occupy his attention for some time to come. It was the ³rst time he
used the phrase “logic of the speci³c,” which he understood in both a criti-
cal and a constructive sense. Unlike the dialectic of absolute mediation, the
logic of the speci³c was meant to tackle “logic” in the classical sense of the
term. That is, it was an attempt to describe the circumstances under which
inferences were drawn and which determined what constituted evidence
and self-evidence and what did not. In this way, Tanabe felt it would be pos-
sible to determine what it was that an “ethnic society” did to close itself and
the minds of its members, and keep them closed, and also what means were
at its disposal to open them up again and keep them open. He was con-
vinced that between the concrete, living individual and the universal, ideal
human community that Bergson had set up in opposition, there was
another dimension, largely unconscious and irrational, at work. This is what
he called the realm of the speci³c.

Unlike the Kantian categories, which were transcendental, the ethnic
society ³ltered the way reason processed the interplay between the actual
and the ideal in the midst of history. But like the transcendental categories,
its workings were invisible to the workaday mind, protecting the closure of
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society from the compelling reasons for opening up. He saw examples of
this in the Nazi ideology of Blut und Boden and in Heidegger’s search for
German uniqueness, both of which he criticized. It is also clear that he
meant to include Japan in his critique. The closed mentality of contempo-
rary Japan that showed up in its culturism (and to a limited extent, also in
its growing militarism) constituted his clearest concrete example.

Although we seem to be much more embedded in time and history than
we are with Nishida’s logic of locus, in fact Tanabe’s argument remained
largely formal. Little effort was made to refer the critique to the problem
that prompted the idea in the ³rst place, namely the irrational habits of
thought that made Japan a closed society. The mere possibility of the exis-
tence of such an irrational logic seems to have satis³ed him at this juncture.
Nevertheless, at the theoretical level, the texts leave little doubt that Tanabe
was very much aware of the irrational limitations that his own “speci³c”
society imposed on the thought of its members.

Before we see just how he did apply his logic concretely, we need ³rst to
get a more general picture of what it encompassed. We can do this by distin-
guishing four steps in the logic.

34 the specific and the sociocultural world. The
logic of the speci³c begins in a shift from the formal, syllogistic function of
species to an ontological role in the dialectic of absolute mediation. The ³rst
step in Tanabe’s reinterpretation of the notion of the speci³c is to dislodge
the concept of species from its obligation to formal logic, where it served as
a mere category of classi³cation pinched between the universal and the indi-
vidual. This entails two things.

First, as Hegel had shown, when the dimension of history is brought
into the picture, the two-valued logic of the grammatical syllogism gives
way to a dialectic in which negation and af³rmation work incessantly to
make the world, and our understanding of it, over and over again. In place
of reliance only on the principle of non-contradiction, Tanabe followed suit
with the proposal that logic be grounded on a principle of absolute media-
tion. Tanabe concludes:

The logic of the speci³c is a dialectical logic, …both a logic and a denial of
logic. The self-contradiction of existence and the reversibility of af³rmation-
in-negation and negation-in-af³rmation cannot be expressed, still less,
described, in terms of a logic that takes the laws of identity and non-contra-
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diction as fundamental principles…. Existence destroys and transcends the
logic of identity….

The reference to the denial of logic is Tanabe’s way of insisting that the logic
of the speci³c is always a logic of an evolving reality, a way of seeing that
only makes sense when it is engaged in seeing.

Second, in making absolute mediation a logical principle more funda-
mental and fairer to reality than the principle of non-contradiction, Tanabe
does not merely mean that reality is full of contradictions that require a
continual give-and-take among our ideas about it, but also that the media-
tion that propels history through time as an interrelated totality itself
belongs to reality. It was at this point that he struck on the idea of reinvigo-
rating the syllogistic function of “species” as a link that joins the universal or
genus and the individual (the “Socrates is a man” that enables “all men will
die” to be applied to the individual case as “Socrates will die”). This formal
mediating function, he thought, might be extended beyond the abstract
proposition to point to the actual ontological reality of many individuals
participating severally in a common, generic universal.

In speaking of a universal “one” and the individuals that make up the
“many,” the role traditionally given to the speci³c was merely ancillary. On
the one hand, it served as a way to group the many into units smaller than
the universal one. On the other, it helped break up the immensity of the one
into units larger than the mere individual. The reason the category had been
so con³ned, Tanabe argues, was that the speci³c lacked the ontological pos-
sibilities of the universal and the individual. True parity for the speci³c
would require that it be seen as something fully real, in fact that which gives
the universal and the individual its historical reality.

In short, Tanabe felt that the method of classi³cation traditional to phi-
losophy had tended to focus attention on individuals and universals (or
genera) to the neglect of the intervening subclasses (or species). Such
classi³cation may aid in locating the one in the many, but it tends to engen-
der expectation of theories that see the many as somehow derivative of or
emanating from the one, or that see the interplay of concrete reality and
abstract ideals as descriptive of the real world. 

The consequences for his own earlier formulation of the dialectics of
absolute mediation are obvious. Without the concreteness of the historical
world, he saw, the idea that mediation is as real as the real things that inter-
act with each other sounds more like a rhetorical µourish than a critical
statement. There is no reason at all why dialectical language should be less
liable to read its own biases into the phenomenal world than static, two-
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valued logic is. This criticism, which the reader of Hegel’s richly experiential
and historical Phenomenology and Philosophy of Right can hardly avoid lodg-
ing against the dry and ethereal Logic, did not escape Tanabe. As a result, he
could not propose his principle of absolute mediation as a logic—that is, as
a way of seeing reality—without ³rst mooring it in the immediacy of tem-
poral-historical process. This brings us back to the goal he had set himself
with his new logic, namely the opening of the closed society.

In order to play the role of the guarantor of concreteness, the speci³city
of the speci³c had itself to be both synchronic and diachronic: it had to refer
to a particular epoch but also refer to what unfolds across epochs. In other
words, the epoch-speci³city of culture and society needed to stand a middle
ground between the universal history of the human race and the individual
history of men and women. Moreover, like the Christian Hegel, but unlike
Nishida whose logic of locus frequently opened out into Buddhist
metaphors of the wider natural world, Tanabe’s logic of the speci³c seems
to have assumed that the primary sense of history was that of human his-
tory. Unlike Nishida’s logic of locus, which always seemed to tilt history in
the direction of the self-awareness of the individual, Tanabe’s logic would
aim directly at praxis and its moral implications. All of these assumptions
combined in Tanabe’s decision, the second step in his logic: the immediate
historical reality of the speci³c is none other than the sociocultural substra-
tum of particular races, the mode of thought of the “ethnic society,” which
initially presents itself as “closed” but which is open to transformation.

For Tanabe, this opened a new agenda for his philosophical thinking
and brought it face to face with the major problem of the day, the identity of
Japanese society vis-à-vis the rest of the world. In the background of his ³rst
essay on the logic of the speci³c one can hardly fail to hear the echoes of the
contemporary clamor among intellectuals for greater attention to concrete
social praxis. Tanabe was aware that he was about something very contem-
porary, and he even takes a moment to pardon Hegel for having lived at an
age where he would know no better. For his part, Tanabe was convinced
that the closure or opening of Japanese society could not be a matter of
indifference to a logic that had moved from the purely formal to the realm
of ontology.

We cannot overlook the political situation in Japan at the time Tanabe
was framing his logic of the speci³c. Critical reµection on social structures
had to contend with military escapades abroad and a growing totalitarian-
ism at home. In that mood, the technical language of the Kyoto philoso-
phers, as perhaps the major philosophical force in Japan at the time, lost its
innocence and even the most abstract notions were overlaid with meanings
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often far from their authors’ intent. That Tanabe chose to deal with ques-
tions coinciding with the practical, moral, and religious dimensions of the
state philosophy of the day only drew more attention to his writings.

For Tanabe, the logic that keeps a society closed is one that fuses the
individual and the speci³c and thus closes the way to a universal. On the
other hand, a logic that opens a society is not brought about by individual
minds intuiting universal ideals but by a dialectical opposition of the indi-
vidual and the speci³c wherein each enriches the other and opens it to
something greater. In identifying the speci³c as the ethnic society, therefore,
he had at the same time to clarify the logical structure of its closure. The
root causes of the closure cannot rest in culture or ethnicity themselves,
since without them there would be no society at all, closed or open. Neither
can they lie ultimately in any particular form of social organization or insti-
tution, since these are always in a state of µux. Rather, the causes for closure
must be sought in the fundamental irrationality of the speci³c itself.

Tanabe’s point is every bit as serious as it sounds. The task of philoso-
phy is to help reason rise above the sociocultural conditions in which it has
no choice but to work. Either that, or it has to capitulate to irrationality. Rea-
son and awareness are not bound to social conditions the way unreason and
unconsciousness are. The individual mind must ³nd a way to see through the
biases that culture and society impose on thought, to grasp a telos deeper
than the surface traditions and fashions that drive a society from one gener-
ation to the next. And more than that, once it has seen through the
speci³city it must return to see again so that it can exercise moral judgment
over the direction of society. The philosophical question is not exhausted by
rising above the ethnic society or living in isolation from it —the very fact
that we are educated in the habits of language and food and clothing make
this a pipe dream—but by bringing reason to bear on it. 

If there is a fundamental irrationality at the heart of human society that
it is our ambivalent duty as free, conscious individuals to overcome, there is
also a kind of nonrationality that we have to respect. That is to say, if the
speci³city of social existence is both a spur to our innate drive to salvation
from ignorance and a guarantee that we shall never be saved from it, then
we are victims of a cruel and irrevocable law of existence. The only way
Tanabe could escape the aporia was to see the nonrational dimension of the
speci³c as pointing beyond itself to a religious dimension. 

This brings us to the third step in the logic: the ultimate foundation of
speci³city is not the being of historical relativity, but absolute nothingness.
This step is brought out clearly in his attempt to introduce existentialist
ideas of Heidegger and Jaspers, and to relate them to the religious transfor-
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mation that he saw culminating in the awareness and praxis of absolute
nothingness. The cornerstone of his thought he shared with others of the
Kyoto school, and it comes simply to this: the immediate reality of the
human as a thinking social being, does not ultimately rest on any higher
state or form of being but on an absolute nothingness that at once embraces
and penetrates the inherent contradictions and relative nothingness at the
limits of being. In Tanabe’s case, nothingness became the “subject” of the
absolute mediation at work in the world of being. As such it was the princi-
ple behind the conversion of individuals only because it was also the princi-
ple behind the transformation of the sociocultural speci³city that gives indi-
viduality its immediacy. His language is dense, but clear:

Insofar as nothingness is nothingness, it is incapable of functioning on its
own. Being can function only because it is not nothingness.… The individual
is mediated by nothingness through a self-negating mediation of the speci³c
in which the being of the speci³c functions as a nothingness-in-being, thus
making the individual a being-in-nothingness.

In the logic of the speci³c, then, absolute nothingness appears primarily
as the religious dimension to social existence. Tanabe rejected as mere
“bias” Bergson’s idea that religion is of necessity mystical. For him, religion
was always a cooperative via salvationis in which the self-awakening of the
individual could never be authentic without an accompanying overµow into
the moral sphere of social praxis. Even the via mystica was always a via
speci³ca trod in the midst of the concrete human community. This was the
way in which he worked the religious dimension into his understanding of
the nation. Furthermore, at least from the time of his logic of the speci³c, he
was consistent in his claim that the function of religion is one of absolute
negation.

Religion negates the nation in both a practical and an ontological sense.
Practically, it is a way of salvation from the speci³c, which Tanabe marks
with either the Buddhist term for “unconditional acceptance” or his own
version “absolute acceptance.” Ontologically, it negates not only the nation,
but all immediate forms of sociocultural speci³city, as well as the self-sub-
sistent being of individuals and the existence of the human race as a univer-
sal. In negating all the af³rmations of morality, reason, and power that
function through the concrete mediation of the individual, the speci³c, and
the generic in human social existence, the negation of religion is an absolute
negation. As negation, it is not so much a denial of the fact of mediation as a
denial of the af³rmation that the mediation that binds society together is
actually the work of the members who make it up. As absolute, the negation
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prevents the practical working out of salvation from being identi³ed with
particular structures; this would land the state in some form of theocracy,
which for Tanabe was no more than an absolutizing of the speci³c.

35 the specific and the nation. These three steps—
the ontologizing of the speci³c, the structure of the closure of the ethnic
society, and the religious grounding in absolute nothingness—represent the
core of the logic of the speci³c. There was one more step he took, a step
whose consequences would lead him down a path he would later regret.

Although the freedom of the Japanese language to omit distinction
between singulars and plurals, together with Tanabe’s own failure to give
concrete examples, leaves a certain ambiguity; nevertheless, there seems lit-
tle doubt that the logic of the speci³c was aimed primarily at the situation in
Japan. The immediate problem for Tanabe was how to introduce a process
of conversion to a more “open” society. This was the stimulus behind his
quest for locating a rational foundation for social existence. On the basis of
what we have already seen, we might expect him to diagnose at the lowest
level what goes on when the individual and the speci³c combine to shut out
the universal, to study the particular modes of thought this gives rise to, and
thus to shed more light on the closure of a society. Instead, throughout the
years in which the logic of the speci³c took shape, roughly 1934 to 1941,
Tanabe chose to focus his attention on the highest level of the rationaliza-
tion of social existence—the modern nation.

Tanabe’s concerns with the social situation in Japan at the time are not
reason enough for introducing the nation into the logic of the speci³c. One
has to suppose that there are two other factors at work. First, there is the
general intellectual concern of his day, inherited from the Meiji period, with
establishing the identity of Japan as a nation. The countries of the west,
since the time of the French Revolution, had felt the importance of a
national identity, which included not only external elements like a national
µag and anthem, but also national literature, a Volkspsychologie, an interest
in local folklore, and so forth. Japan was simply following suit. Second, and
not unrelated to this, is the exalted place that Hegel gave to the state in his
philosophy. Given Tanabe’s commitment to a dialectic of history, there was
no way around the question. Somehow the nation was bound to ³nd a place
in Tanabe’s philosophical standpoint. 

At the same time, the logical consistency for the step is not hard to see.
The speci³c, as immediate a reality as it appears to be in the closed society,
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is really only immediate to the unreµective mind. When the individual takes
a critical position against the speci³c ethnic or racial society, the dialectic
between the two comes to consciousness. As long as the interplay remains
conscious, it can lead to a mutual transformation without either conquering
or silencing the other. For this, neither side can remain an “immediate”
reality. Not only can there be no return to the naïveté of the closed society,
but the individual cannot simply assume a cosmopolitan position µoating
freely above the world of the speci³c. Rather, the speci³c is “generalized” by
becoming rationalized; and at the same time culture, morality, law, and the
ideals that underlie them, work as universals to transform a society only by
becoming actual in history. Tanabe saw no other way for this dialectic to
function than through making the nation a focus of moral reµection and
action.

The inclusion of an idea of the nation was not only obvious, he felt, but
³t well into the way his thought was developing. If absolute nothingness is
not bound by the world of becoming and yet is “at work” in some sense
wider than as a rational cement to hold beings together in mutual media-
tion, that is to say, if in any sense absolute nothingness is engaged in the
unfolding of history, then there must be some way to speak of it as incarnat-
ing itself in time. Obviously this incarnation cannot take place immediately
in individual subjectivity, since this would elevate consciousness beyond the
law of absolute mediation. But neither can the Absolute embody itself
immediately in the collective memory and modes of thought of a speci³c
race or culture, since this would do away with the very thing whose trans-
formation makes up the advance of history. Nor again is the universal
human race a suitable locus for the Absolute to make itself manifest in his-
torical form, since it is no more than an abstract ideal. The one remaining
reality that quali³ed as a blend of the real and the ideal made concrete in time
and history was the nation.

Here Tanabe made a crucial step. In a 1939 essay on “The Logic of
National Existence” he suggests a view of history as a higher-level dialectic
embracing other dialectical relationships. On the one side of this higher
dialectic is the relationship between the individual and the speci³c ethnic,
sociocultural environment; the interplay between the two accounts for the
concrete relativity of history. On the other side is the nation, which is rela-
tive vis-à-vis other nations but absolute vis-à-vis the dialectic of individual
and speci³c. History is thus the interplay of the relationship among nations,
each of which is absolute relative to the individuals and the speci³c social
environments they mediate. The nation is thus what he calls a “relative
absolute” or “an actualization of the absolute” in the relative world. In this
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way, the absolute of nothingness is manifest in history at the level of the
highest dialectic in the world of being, which has nothing higher to mediate
it, namely the nation.

Already from the very ³rst essay in which he introduced the logic of the
speci³c, it is clear that Tanabe would not only see the nation as the embodi-
ment of the speci³c but as a necessary condition for salvation from the irra-
tionality of the speci³c and an opening to the ultimate ground of reality. As
a relative absolute, it would be the direct mediation to the absolute as such:

In the sense in which the nation achieves uni³ed form as an absolutely medi-
ated unity of the speci³c and the individual in religion, the nation is the only
absolute thing on earth.

In contrast to so-called primitive or totemic societies, where the indi-
vidual is absorbed into the group’s will to preserve and disseminate its life
and being, the modern European nation is built on the Enlightenment ideal
of shifting the accent from the group’s “will to life” to the “will to reason
and morality” of the individuals as the political atoms that make it up.
Tanabe saw the nation’s essence to consist in a “will to authority” that
brings a kind of molecular, rational unity to the whole. Accepting Hegel’s
idea that “membership in the nation is the highest duty of the individual,”
Tanabe adds that the essence of being a nation consists in opening up what
ethnic speci³city had closed, or as he puts it, “elevating its individuals to the
status of universal individuals.”

In other words, the mere idea of race is able to mediate the dialectic
between the universal human race and the concrete individual only in the
form of irrational conditions for thought. It is not able to function histori-
cally in any other capacity. But when raised to the level of the nation, the
individuals of a race are able to bring those irrationalities to light in the
course of interacting with other nations, and at the same time to enlighten
the irrationalities of other racial groups. This is the sense in which Tanabe
reckoned it absolute: it lifts the single race above its relativity to the point
that it can function in history as a whole. In this sense it is the mediator of
the telos of absolute nothingness in time and space.

In this way, the opening up of society comes to be considered for
Tanabe the moral vocation of the nation, whereas Bergson had stepped over
the nation to introduce humanity as the generic universal that elevates indi-
viduals beyond their instincts and speci³c societies beyond their self-enclo-
sure. Without the nation, he felt, there was no way to mediate in concrete
history the salutary effect of abstract ideas like “human society,” “human
race,” or “world community” on the immediate, speci³c substrate of ethnic
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groups. At the same time, without preserving the abstractness of these
ideals, like a kind of permanent protestant principle, there was no way to
prevent particular nations from simply inµicting their own cultural
speci³city on others in the name of universal humanity.

Admittedly, Tanabe saw the immediate reality of the speci³c as only a
provisional form given to the social dimension of human existence. Still, he
could not conceive of any reformation or transformation taking place out-
side the concrete structures of particular nations. Thus, opening the closed
society required seeing it not only as a nation but also as only one nation
among many others in the human community. The concrete execution of
such an opening of the modes of thought of the ethnic society requires indi-
vidual will grounded in something larger than itself: “Through service to the
nation and submission to the orders of the nation, moral autonomy does
not disappear but is rather made possible.” Conversely, should a society
turn in on itself in totalitarianism and oppression, morality requires that the
individual resist it and lead it back to its true destiny as one among the mul-
tiple societies that make up universal humanity.

These ideas were maintained consistently throughout his writings on
the idea of the nation. In one of his last pieces on the subject, “The Morality
of the Nation,” published in Chðõkõron in 1941, the same year that saw the
³rst of the famous discussions on The World-Historical Standpoint and
Japan that we will take up later in the book, we read:

In order for the state to make itself concrete through the mediation of its
individual members, it has to give rise to the autonomy of the individual and
at the same time unify that autonomy to itself…. Only in a self-conscious
autonomy of coexistence in a universal order with other nations, can the
nation express its absoluteness.

Tanabe claims that it was his dissatisfaction with Nishida’s intuition of a
direct and basic unity between the contradictories of individual and human
race that drove him back closer to the realities of history and to see the
nation as

from without as partaking in mutual cooperation and mutual respect among
the various countries united at the level of genus; within, ful³lling the desires
of each individual; and within and without, mediating ful³llment and coop-
eration and love in the individual.

To base a nation only on racial or cultural speci³city, he repeats, is to
risk leading it into communism or totemism. Only in the intercommunion
of speci³c states can the human community truly become a concrete reality.
In other words, the logic of the speci³c as such did not lead to the conclu-
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sion that the national polity of Japan should be seen either as an alternative
ideal to that of the human community or as occupying a central role in that
community. Nonetheless, it was to just such a conclusion that he took his
new logic. To see this in context, we need to return to the political situation
at the time and Tanabe’s involvement in it. 

36 an ambivalent nationalism. In September of 1931
Japan’s colonial army in Southern Manchuria, impatient with the indecision
of their government back home, unilaterally attacked the Chinese garrison
in Mukden. Within ³fteen months they had assumed control of Manchuria.
The aggression not only widened the rift between Japan and China, it also
prompted the Russians to a military buildup in Siberia and brought the
Japanese government general censure from the nations of the world. This in
turn further hardened the extremist elements within Japan in their resolve
for military hegemony in Eastern Asia. Step by step they began to tighten
their grip on the country’s resources, material as well as intellectual.

Tanabe’s ³rst direct confrontation with the fascism of the Shõwa period
came in 1933 when the government intervened to call for the dismissal of a
professor of law, Takigawa Yukitoki, for supposedly dangerous remarks
against the state. Tanabe led a small contingency in the Faculty of Letters to
oppose the interference as being against academic freedom. The Chðõkõron
brought the details to the public eye, and by October Iwanami Shigeo had
published the account in book form. Given the widespread attention the
incident attracted, even though Tanabe had not imposed his own views to
any extreme extent, his involvement seems to have aroused the displeasure
of Nishida, who also turned down Iwanami’s offer for support, fearing to
endanger the university as a whole for just this one case. In any event, the
affair led Tanabe to seek a philosophical explanation for what takes place
when the state exercises its will against the individual.

Two years later, in 1935, Tanabe voiced public opposition against the
Ministry of Education’s drive to isolate Japanese culture from the west, and
the following year argued his case in print in the context of a more pointed
assault on the emerging militaristic ideology and a defense of the need for
western science. Tanabe is reported to have said that he felt his life was on
the line for his remarks. Though this may have overstated the facts, his com-
ments did elicit sharp, ad hominem, and immediate accusations of infamy
from Minoda Muneki in the pages of The Japan Principle, an ultra-rightist
magazine founded to defend the emperor system against the inroads of
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Marxism and western democracy. Among other things, Tanabe was sus-
pected of providing support to the Marxist revolution. The following
month, the magazine printed a similar attack by Matsuda Fukumatsu.
Nishida encouraged him not to reply, but once again Tanabe refused the
advice and sent his reply to the magazine, where it was printed in May of the
following year. In it he stressed the peril of Japan’s isolating its intellectual
culture from the scienti³c progress of the rest of the world.

At this same time, we should note, on reading a piece in a German
newspaper reporting a speech of Heidegger, who had just joined hands with
the Nazis, Tanabe penned a short article entitled “A Philosophy of Crisis or
a Crisis of Philosophy?” in which he roundly criticized his former friend for
having allowed his philosophy to bow to its destiny of subservience to the
state:

As a philosophy of freedom, German idealism surpassed Greek ontology. It is
odd that in the attempt to champion the racial signi³cance of German acade-
mia, Heidegger should not take this seriously…. Philosophy cannot, as he
thinks, simply resign itself to fate and serve the nation.

The piece, dated 5 September 1933, was published in a leading newspaper of
Japan the following month. Whether or not he communicated these senti-
ments in some other manner directly to Heidegger is not clear. In fact, the
only thing we know of his direct contact with Nazi Germany is that in 1941,
upon hearing that Jaspers and his wife were in danger from the Nazi perse-
cution, Tanabe intervened with others to secure their safety, an event for
which Jaspers expressed his eternal gratitude in a letter some years later.

In any case, within two years Tanabe’s philosophical reµections had
turned seriously to the question of the state. He was still convinced that a
simple stress on subjectivity would not do to assure individual freedom.
Something had to be done to locate the reality of the state in the rational
scheme of things, and his logic of the speci³c seemed to offer the right tools.

Meantime, Japan’s army was launching the ³rst stages of its ³fteen-year
campaign in Asia. It was only three months before the incident at Marco
Polo Bridge, which triggered all-out war between China and Japan, that he
had published his theory of the racially uni³ed society as a speci³c substra-
tum that mediates the relationship between particular individuals and the
universal ideals of the human community. In the ³rst of these essays, pub-
lished in 1936, he makes the cryptic statement, typical of the ambivalence
that would characterize his position throughout most of the war: “Religion
does not simply negate war; it clearly ought to excite humanitarians to
national questions.” Three years later, in 1939, when Japan’s writers and
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intellectuals were still reeling from the loss of freedom of expression,
Tanabe applied his new logic to argue that the Japanese nation, with the
emperor at its head, has the status of a divine, salvi³c presence in the world.

Although there is nothing overtly nationalistic at the core logic of the
speci³c as we described it earlier, it was becoming clear how, with a twist
here or there, it could serve the purposes of a fascist ideology. Unfortu-
nately, it was Tanabe himself who provided those twists. I left them out of
the account above only in order to highlight how really nonessential they
are to his basic inspiration, and to concur in Tanabe’s later view that the
value of the logic of the speci³c was not erased by the distortions to which it
had led. In order to appraise just how far Tanabe was responsible for these
distortions, we cannot rely merely on his own assessment, however. We
have to let the texts speak for themselves.

What the texts tell us is that however much Tanabe insisted that his idea
of the nation as a relative absolute does not imply any particular form of
government or even any particular ideal of social structure, he could not
avoid reference to participation in politics in general, and eventually refer-
ence to participation in the politics of Japan’s wartime government. Looking
back on these events after the war, he claimed that this is precisely what he
did not mean by his new logic. We can take Tanabe at his word only on the
assumption that he did not really mean what he wrote. His later writings
seem to me to support just such a conclusion.

As incurably rationalist as Tanabe was, he was hardly free of the kind of
culture-speci³c and epoch-speci³c irrationalities his logic of the speci³c
wanted to bring to light. In the same way that Kant hammered out his tran-
scendental categories unaware of the limitations of Newtonian physics,
which he considered an absolute for reason, so, too, Tanabe accepted the
ideas of race and nation as the absolute categories of the speci³c in history.
The point of his transference of this absoluteness to the emperor in the case
of Japan was precisely to lift the nation beyond identi³cation with any par-
ticular political party or faction of the military. It is not the emperor as such
that he thought absolute, nor even the imperial see. Rather, the emperor is
the symbol of the absoluteness of the nation. For it is always the nation as
such and not any particular symbol that is the condition for the possibility
of overcoming the bane of racial speci³city. In this regard, Tanabe was in
fact misunderstood, though the blame does not lie entirely with his readers,
as we shall see.

In fact it was here that he took a step that was fatal but really unnec-
essary, if not outright inconsistent with the principles of his logic: he raises
the “relative absolute” of his own historical nation above others. Later he
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would try to backpedal and claim that this elevation was true only for the
Japanese, and that even they had misunderstood it to give them a right to
lord it over other nations. But the step had been made, and it was made in
full public view.

To give one of the most concrete examples of this step, Tanabe argues
that the Japanese nation cannot base its morality on principles imported
from the Judaeo-Christian myth of the west but must turn to its own
indigenous Buddhist roots. In place of a moral ideal incarnated in the per-
son of Jesus, he recommends an eastern ethic that sees the nation as the
embodiment, or nirm„«ak„ya, of the Buddha in history. In the process, we
see him leap to a startling conclusion in an uncharacteristic breach of logic:

My philosophy of the state may be said to possess a structure that radicalizes
the dialectical truth of Christianity by liberating it, as it were, from the
con³nes of myth and by putting the nation in the place of Christ…. Such a
comparison, I think, helps better explain what I mean by asserting that our
nation is the supreme archetype of existence and that, as a union of objective
spirit and absolute spirit, it manifests the absolute as a Buddha-embodiment. 

There are no formal, rational grounds in Tanabe’s thought to warrant the
conclusion that the Japanese nation so viewed deserved a place of honor as a
“supreme archetype” in the larger scheme of things or that service to the
emperor is the ideal way for Japan to become an “open” society. According
to his own logic, the community of the human race is to be made up of a
community of nations that have found a way to transcend their speci³city
without transcending time and culture. Each nation may come about as an
instance of the generic universal, but nothing in the logic of the speci³c
allows any one instance to become an archetype for the others. It is as if
Tanabe were quoting himself out of context.

Nishida, for his part, found all of this disconcerting in the extreme, not
the least of all because Tanabe was still encasing his views in the language of
the ongoing battle with him. In 1940 Nishida is reported to have snapped to
a common friend, “This Tanabe stuff is completely fascist!” Be that as it
may, in publishing his views, sound though many of them may be in the
abstract, Tanabe let loose a brood of ideas that seemed to µock right into the
nests of the ultranationalists in a way that Nishida’s thought never explicitly
did. This seems to have confused Tanabe himself. At the time that Tanabe
was framing the core essays of his logic of the speci³c, Nishida was arguing
that the mutual determination of the individual and the world was manifest
biologically in a speci³c race and that this in turn, through the contractual
relationship among individuals and between the individual and the race,
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forms the Gesellschaft into a civil society. Moreover, Nishida had stated
clearly that “we become concrete personalities through the state,” and fur-
ther hints that each species is a kind of world, and that under certain condi-
tions these speci³c worlds cross swords with each other. He even described
the state as the concrete form of the ethical substance in which each individ-
ual can ful³ll himself. Nothing Tanabe could say criticizing Nishida’s goal of
the harmonious fusion in the state of the many in the one as having effec-
tively eliminated the basis for resistance against the state seemed to matter
to Nishida or those in his circle.

Rather than retreat to the realm of the abstract where he was at home,
Tanabe aggravated the situation in 1943 by addressing in print students on
their way to the front. Tanabe told his readers that they all knew the day that
was upon them would come, and that “this late hour is not the time to
waver over the problem of life and death.” He pauses for a moment to con-
sider the wider signi³cance of the government’s unprecedented enlistment
of hundreds of thousands of students, insisting that re³nement of thought
and cultivation of the arts are also “indispensable elements in all-out war.”
But bowing to necessity—and without a thought to his earlier criticisms of
Heidegger for having done the same—he sets the question aside and instead
encourages the young recruits to enter the army as representatives of Japan’s
intelligentsia. I quote from the core of the piece because it contrasts so
sharply with the style Tanabe is better known for:

War today, as all-out war, is not exhausted in mere ³ghting in the narrow
sense of the term. It is hard to expect ³nal victory without engaging intelli-
gence and technology through and through. Moreover, in order to demon-
strate positively the results of the ³ghting, there is a need to back up with
deep thinking and high insight both the benevolent improvement of culture
for the local races involved as well as the moralization of the everyday life of
those engaged with the war effort. This has become for us common sense.…

But to ward off misunderstanding, I ask you to pay particular attention
to this: I am not saying you should enlist in the army with the aim of intellec-
tualizing the army. I am only encouraging your self-awareness by speaking of
the natural and inevitable results.…

First you are to learn the spirit of the Imperial Army, …which is none
other than the quintessential µowering of the spirit of the nation. To take up
the spirit of Japan as a member of the armed forces is the gateway by which a
Japanese becomes a Japanese…. Aware of your heavy responsibility as mili-
tary cadets, take the lead in breaking through the pass between life and death.
Actualize the spirit of the Imperial Army, which sees that living or dying is
only for the sake of the Sovereign…. In this way, by serving the honorable
calling of the Sovereign as the one whose person brings together God and
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country, you will share in the creation of the eternal life of the state. Is this
not truly the highest glory?

At the time the question was rhetorical for Tanabe. 

37critiques of tanabe’s nationalism. A small resist-
ance of thinkers, Marxist as well as Christians, were quick to identify
Tanabe’s new “logic” as cut from the same cloth as the rhetoric of the ultra-
nationalist government. Once the war was lost and the government dis-
graced, the ranks of the critics swelled liberally, and the same ideological
fever that had sent the country blindly to the battle³elds was turned merci-
lessly against the errant intellectuals who had supposedly given substance to
many of the slogans of mass deception. Leading scholars of the Kyoto school
were relieved of their posts as part of a wider purge. Tanabe, who had
already retired ³ve months before the end of the war in 1945, was labeled a
“racist,” a “Nazi,” and a “fascist.”

Already during the war, charges of militarism had been raised. In a 1942
book entitled State and Religion, Nanbara Shigeru linked Tanabe’s logic of
the speci³c with the racism of the Nazis. Speaking with a courage that led
Ienaga Saburõ to speak of him as “our pride for having protected the smol-
dering wick of conscience in the Japanese academic world,” Nanbara ended
his book with a direct attack on Tanabe, whom he singles out by name for
having put Japanese philosophy at the service of the quest for the “unique-
ness” of the Japanese spirit. Though Nanbara’s is not an especially sophisti-
cated argument, it is a good indication of how those opposed to the wartime
aggressions read the writings of the Kyoto philosophers.

In particular, Nanbara sees the ideas of absolute nothingness and absolute
dialectic as “marred by the attempt to revitalize the historical content of
eastern culture on the basis of racial awareness.” In Tanabe’s reliance on
Buddhism, in particular Zen, “religion, philosophy, and the state are united
in a way different from the west.” For Nanbara, Tanabe’s notion of the
“absolute society,” which distills species and individual, through a process
of mutual negation, into a nation that makes concrete the generic universal,
amounts to a simple “faith in the nation” based on a “belief in dialectics”:

“Absolute nothingness” is elevated to the status of a supreme faith, the source
into which all things µow back through the self-negation of the individual.

The chief stumbling block for Nanbara, as a Christian, lay in the fact
that Tanabe tried to explain the nation as the incarnation of the absolute in
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time, in effect conceding it the role that Hegel had given to Christ. Not only
does this eliminate the ought from history (which Nanbara, like others of
Tanabe’s critics, attributed to his Hegelian leanings), but it also does away
with the critical distance between reality and our perceptions of it. For Nan-
bara, Kantian dualism was preferable in that it maintained the transcen-
dence of the divine order over the human. His sensitivities are further
offended by Tanabe’s attempt to twist the dialectic of the Christian myth of
incarnation to the point that the Japanese nation would be a mediator of
salvation in the world order, thus reducing the idea of God to a logical
negation:

In such an eastern pantheism, the race is elevated even higher than it is in
Nazism, and the rationalizations for the spirituality of “race” and “nation”
are debased still further. Given the way the idea of the racial state is thriving
today and the religious foundations have weakened, what a broad and pro-
found foundation such an idea offers compared with the Nazi ideal of the
totalitarian state!

The fact that Nanbara’s attack was not limited to Tanabe’s logic of the
speci³c was not lost on the Kyoto-school philosophers. In reviewing the
book some months after it came out, Nishitani Keiji recognized it as one of
the most important religious works of the year, but criticized it for “leaving
one feeling alienated from historical realities.” The problem for Nishitani
lay not in the distance that Nanbara had set up between the religiously ideal
and the politically actual, but in what he saw as its “general failure to take
into account the subjective element,” in its failure to point to just who—or
what—is supposed to bear the burden of history. Clearly this was not a task
for “humanity” as such. Nanbara’s critique of Tanabe is passed over without
comment.

As for Tanabe himself, he seems to have been deeply touched by the
explicit attack. In a later essay on the logic of the speci³c, he alludes to the
critique and thanks its author, without alluding to the contents or to Nan-
bara’s closing plea for saving the true universality of Christianity so that it
can help Japan ³nd its place in the world.

More severe criticisms, it comes as no surprise, issued from the Marxist
quarter, where the clash of ideologies was at its rudest and most inµexible. If
the dialectic of absolute mediation gradually became a kind of tacit assump-
tion for Tanabe, the socialist critique of the state-individual relationship
through an analysis of class struggle and control of the means of production
was no less a tacit assumption for Japan’s Marxists. But there is more at work
here than a simple disagreement over principles. Tanabe had attempted a
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rather feeble critique of socialist philosophy that failed to convince the
Marxists but that had some inµuence in the prestigious circles of philosophy
and may have contributed to the persecution of philosophers sympathetic
to Marxist thought during the war. The counterattack that Yamada Mune-
mutsu represents needs to be read, at least in part, as retaliation for those
events.

While the war was still in progress, Yamada Munemutsu, then a student
in Kyoto’s Department of Philosophy, was given special permission from
the munitions factory where he had been mobilized to work, to attend
Tanabe’s “Metanoetics” lectures. Looking back over his notes at the time, he
³nds that he was not convinced by Tanabe’s assertion that his only failure
was a failure of strength. Yamada felt there were problems in the philosophy
itself that kept its epistemology from facing social realities head on. In his
book-length critique, however, Yamada does not take his own point seri-
ously—or even mention the notes he took at the time. All nuance is eclipsed
by his conviction that Tanabe was not just philosophically incomplete but
also politically fascist.

Yamada basically accepts the idea of a shift from the liberalism and
individualism—or “culturism”—of the Taishõ era to the social awareness
and politicization of the Shõwa period. He ³nds taints of Nishida’s cultur-
ism in Miki Kiyoshi’s humanism and humanistics, in Kõyama Iwao’s study
of cultural patterns, in Kimura Motomori’s expressionism, in Tanigawa
Tetsuzõ’s cultural theory, and the like. In contrast, the core of Tanabe’s cri-
tique of Nishida, he felt, lay in his rejection of this culturism. Simply put,
the racism of Tanabe’s logic of the speci³c was a natural result of his having
been “born and baptized” in bourgeois society. Instead of establishing a link
between the universal and the particular as Nishida had done, Tanabe’s
stress on the nation as the “speci³city” through which transformation actu-
ally takes place in the historical process provoked a conµict between the two
thinkers. This conµict in turn added fuel to the rise of the militaristic ideol-
ogy that lay behind the Manchurian Incident of 1931, the military coup of
1936, the Sino-Japanese War of 1937, and eventually the Paci³c War that
began with the attack on Pearl Harbor.

Yamada does not provide very much detail as to just how these connec-
tions are made, but assures us that Tanabe’s logic was more appealing to the
militaristic ideologues than Nishida’s idea of the “self-determination of his-
tory,” which kept the reality of history from being identi³ed with any par-
ticular nation. On the positive side, Tanabe’s position cut closer to the bone
and mobilized the Kyoto school as a whole to come to terms with what was
going on. Unfortunately, they accepted the standpoint of Japanism and a
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nationalism based on the emperor system as a platform from which to resist
militarism to the right and Marxism to the left. In Yamada’s view, within
this commonly accepted nationalism,

Tanabe stood at the right, seeking a more classical interpretation of the state,
while Miki and Nishida himself stood at the left, aiming at limiting the
nation. At the initial stage, the centrist faction was made up of Mutai,
Kõsaka, and Shimomura, followed by Yanagida later and perhaps Kimura.
Still later, Kõsaka, Nishitani, and Kõyama shifted over to the right to advance
a philosophy of all-out war, while Shimomura preserved rationalism in the
“overcoming Modernity” discussions, and after the war Mutai and Yanagida
gradually stepped over into socialism.

As Yamada sees it, Miki tried to limit nationalism through a kind of
globalism, and Nishida, agreeing with him but more in direct response to
Tanabe, worked on a logic of the historical process in conjunction with the
centrists Mutai, Shimomura, and Kimura. As Konoe Fumimaro, who
presided over Japan’s transformation into a “national defense state,” steered
the ship of state closer and closer to the Paci³c War, the relations among the
three factions changed shape:

Aggravations between Nishida and Miki brought about a change in the
Kyoto school as a whole, with the centrists shifting to the right. Miki’s com-
ments on current events dried up while those in the center who had turned
right—Kõsaka, Nishitani, and Kõyama—spoke out on current events.
Nishida, as if one possessed, argued various particular points from the funda-
mental standpoint of the self and came out with one philosophical collection
after the other. Miki sunk into a logic concerned with the power of ideas.

Determined to keep Tanabe at the opposite extreme from Nishida,
Yamada does his best to shift the blame for the fate of Nishida’s theory of
“moral energy” to disciples who had misunderstood their teacher’s aim of
limiting the state. No such slack is given for Tanabe, who is made to stand
alone at the far right.

There is far too much to sort out here without a careful look at the writ-
ings and records of the time, but what is clear is that Yamada gradually
leaves his sources as he tries to draw the bigger picture. He returns to the
texts with Tanabe’s Metanoetics, which he sets aside summarily as a “super-
metaphysics” fabricated by someone caught in a pinch between his ideal of
the nation and the stubborn realities of nationalism at work. For Yamada, it
seems to have been no more than the ³nal, parting gesture of the right wing
of the Kyoto school as it strides off haughtily into complete philosophical
irrelevance.
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38 critiques of tanabe’s political naïveté. A sec-
ond sort of criticism, no less severe, was intent on showing Tanabe simply
to have been incompetent to pass judgment on matters of state. A certain
abstractness and distance from the real world in Tanabe’s thinking and
lifestyle, the argument goes, not only made his ideas easy prey for political
ideologues but also clouded Tanabe’s own perception of the events going on
around him. Umehara Takeshi offers himself as a representative of those
who felt themselves cheated by the philosophers at Kyoto—³rst herded off
to war and then brought back to the pure heights of speculation as if noth-
ing had happened.

Umehara recalls in retrospect that the Kyoto philosophers ³lled a need
for many of the young students of his generation. After the Manchurian
Incident, it was only a matter of time before the whole country would be at
war. All the efforts made at sitting in Zen meditation and studying existen-
tial philosophy were supposed to help them ³nd a standpoint beyond life
and death, but none of this was any match for the raw anxiety of young stu-
dents facing the prospect of being sent to war. Only a philosophy that could
prepare them to die for a cause would do, and eventually this was what their
teachers gave them.

Umehara places himself among the philosophy students of the time
who knew too much of modern thought to be taken in by the of³cial “impe-
rial philosophy” and for whom the idea of the emperor as a living absolute
divinity beyond criticism was the “supreme insult” to their intelligence. At
the same time, Nishida and Tanabe were a “godlike presence” that lent cred-
ibility to what their principal disciples were saying in class. For example, the
recondite and mystical philosophy of Nishitani, as dif³cult as it was to
understand, at least succeeded in communicating that the moral thing to do
was to sacri³ce the self to the fascist state.

Not without a certain animus of regret, Umehara admits that the Kyoto
philosophy of a “world-historical standpoint” offered an answer to the
question that he and others like him had at the time. Indeed, after the war
he returned to study under the very people who had forged that philoso-
phy—until an edict from the Occupation Forces that had them purged—
and who continued to advance its truth in spite of the circumstances of
Japan’s defeat at the hands of the west. At the time, Tanabe and Nishida
remained the chief gods in the Kyoto pantheon, and every attempt to cor-
rect or advance their philosophy was based on the assumption of continuity
with their absolute dialectic. Umehara, on whom much of Tanabe’s subtlety
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was admittedly lost, describes his position as a barren middle ground
between existentialism and Marxism that forfeits the very elements it is try-
ing to relate dialectically:

Existential philosophy is the standpoint of the individual. But the individual
that is not mediated by the speci³c—that is, by society—is abstract and with-
out concrete actuality. Thus existential philosophy must be mediated nega-
tively by society. At the same time, Marxism is a standpoint centered on soci-
ety and fails adequately to establish the individual. But a society that does not
create free individuals is an evil universal, and therefore socialism must be
mediated negatively by the individual.

Aside from the fact that Umehara is content to wrap Nishida’s logic of
absolute self-identity in the same bundle, this is not an inaccurate picture of
Tanabe’s position as far as it goes. In any case, the abstractness of it all was
too much for Umehara, who found himself longing for something closer to
his own lingering preoccupation with the problem of death that he carried
back with him from the war. The appearance of Tanabe’s Philosophy as
Metanoetics, not to mention the apparent idol-worship that surrounded its
somber call for religious conversion, far from righting the wrong that
Tanabe’s philosophy had done, in the end did little more for Umehara than
gloss over the naïveté of its engagement with history.

Contrasting sharply with Umehara’s self-serving criticism is the accusa-
tion of Tanabe by the Tokyo philosopher Katõ Shðichi, in more objective
but no less damning language, of a simplicity unsuited to the seriousness of
the questions he was dealing with. In fact, Katõ summarily lumps the ratio-
nalist Kyoto philosophers together with the irrational “romanticists” of the
age as offering support from opposite quarters for the Japanese invasion of
China and the Paci³c War.

For Katõ, Tanabe was at home discoursing on the pure abstractions of
logic, but “when he spoke of the meaning of Japan in world history, it was
pure nonsense.” Thus, when Tanabe applied his logic of the speci³c to the
actual political situation and referred to the emperor as Japan’s symbolic
way of transcending totalitarianism; or again, when he credited service to
the emperor with breaking Japan out of the closed, tribal society and into
the wider human community, Katõ sees him as simply out of touch with the
events that were transpiring around him.

Tanabe did realize, of course, that proof of these applications of his
logic of the speci³c could not come from within the logic itself but would
have to rest on objective fact. Tanabe’s version of what constitutes such evi-
dence, Katõ concludes, amounts to this: “The majority of the people today
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are of one mind about retaining national polity through continuing the
emperor system.” For Katõ, not only was the idea of retaining the unity of
the state through its identi³cation with the emperor “pure fantasy,” but
Tanabe should have seen that the “majority” of which he spoke was no less a
fantasy, planted in the minds of people by a half century of education since
the Meiji period. He concludes that both during the war and after, Tanabe
was out of touch with the real world. His words cut with a bitter air of
sarcasm:

Tanabe’s logic is a technique for justifying the ideas of the “majority of the
people” in a given age. With no other interpretation of reality than “the
majority of the people,” the experience of reality is no more than so much
barbershop banter. It begins with a Sanba-like experience of “the world of
the baths,” followed by dialectics, and then by the unity of opposites in noth-
ingness. Tanabe’s philosophy, in a word, is a philosophy of dialectical bath-
talk. Taking a dialectics from the west and the baths from the Edo period, it
united east and west in nothingness. On one hand, it appeals only to the
head; on the other it appeals to raw and earthy sentiments. The result is a
unity of body and spirit in the self-unity of absolute contradictories.

Passing over the introduction of Nishida’s vocabulary into the discussion,
what is clear is that this does not qualify as imperialism of the usual political
sort, nor does Katõ claim that it does. But neither does it qualify as the sort
of reasoning that political philosophy expects. The simple fact for Katõ is
that Tanabe remained aloof from the facts, seeing them from the distant
mists of the philosopher’s podium, where, the implication is, the simple
facts of life could not oblige him to review his assumptions.

Perhaps the most sympathetic of Tanabe’s critics is Ienaga Saburõ,
whose thoroughgoing study argues that Tanabe’s relationship with national-
ism alternated between resistance and cooperation, until in the end the pat-
tern was broken in a ³nal act of repentance. Ienaga’s mustering of the facts
on the one hand, and his decision to suspend judgment on the accuracy of
Tanabe’s various philosophical critiques on the other, lead him to reject a
simple conclusion. This alone sets him apart from most of Tanabe’s other
critics.

Laying out before him the full range of the texts of Tanabe, Ienaga’s con-
clusions bear citing at length to conclude our account of Tanabe’s critics:

Acknowledging the rationality of the state, Tanabe did not oppose the cur-
rent state head-on. He did not step forward and ³ght to stop its policies. For
this reason, he does not deserve to be included in the small number of those
who, from a variety of intellectual persuasions, risked the little they had in
wartime and continued to resist. But at least in the early stages of the ³fteen
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years of war and from within the sacred precincts of academia, Tanabe did
show courage to the point of publicly issuing a severe criticism, limited
though it was, against the state authority run wild.
.…

Tanabe’s philosophy in 1935, seen as the wartime thought of an intellectual,
shines out proudly, as rightly it should, but there is another side to the pic-
ture that cannot be forgotten. Subjectively sincere though he was, there is an
objective tragedy to Tanabe that cannot escape severe criticism.

.…

Beginning with a resistance that tried to correct, from within, a military pol-
icy that was heading blindly down the path to extreme irrationalism and
inhumanity, by and large his efforts did not prevent him from cooperating in
such a way as to justify philosophically the very things he was set against.

In the end, the ambivalence of Ienaga’s verdict seems to rest on two fac-
tors. On the one hand, at the time the logic of the speci³c was being formed,
the political drive to reinforce national unity was already a fact to be reck-
oned with. No simple cause-and-effect relationship can be drawn from one
to the other. On the other, the strongest opponents to Japan’s military
adventures looked at weaker, compromising opponents, and of course at ex
post facto critics, as collaborators. Given the courage it took the former to
speak out, one hesitates to dismiss their judgment too quickly.

39 response to the criticisms. To understand the
extent of Tanabe’s repentance, we ³rst need to see the extent to which he
did not repent but merely “clari³ed” or “enhanced” previous positions.

Tanabe did not take well to the criticisms of nationalism and totalitari-
anism that reached him. The accusations understandably hurt him, as it did
others in the Kyoto school. As early as 1937 he composed a ³rst defense of
the logic of the speci³c in which he addresses the criticisms in a general
fashion:

My view, which at ³rst glance appears to be no more than an extreme
nationalism, is in no way simply and directly an irrational totalitarianism or
racialism. Rather, it is like a “self-sacri³ce”-in-“self-realization” or a unity-
in-freedom whose aim is to build up the nation in the form of a subjective
realization of the whole through the spontaneous cooperation of each member.

In fairness to Tanabe, it must be said that, for all his attention to the
nation as a way of opening up a closed society, he had never denied his ini-
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tial position that the nation shares with the ethnic closed society that essen-
tial and permanent presence of nonrationality that is the mark of the
speci³c. It is quite another matter whether and to what extent he applied
that insight to the political situation at the time or conveniently ignored it,
but this is not a question he puts himself in hindsight. In the attempt to pre-
serve the soundness of the pure theory of the logic of the speci³c, it was
enough for him to cite his own earlier ideas together with certain adjust-
ments that might protect it from the previous excesses, without mentioning
those excesses.

We see this clearly in an essay on “The Dialectic of the Logic of the
Speci³c,” in which he speaks of the period just before the virtual blackout of
philosophical publications he maintained between 1941 and 1946:

During the years 1934 and 1940 I pursued a study of a dialectic logic that I
called the “logic of the speci³c” and by means of which I tried to explain logi-
cally the concrete structure of the society of the nation. My motive was to
take up the philosophical question of racialism that was emerging at the time.
Together with a critique of the liberalism that had come to dominate us at
the time, I rejected a so-called totalitarianism based on a simple racialism.
Mediating by mutual negation the race that formed the substrate of the latter
and the individual that was the subject of the former, I took a standpoint of
absolute mediation as substrate-in-subject, subject-in-substrate and thought
to discover a rational foundation for the nation as a practical unity of the real
and the ideal.

Leaving aside the technicalities, the passage makes it clear that Tanabe
wants to present himself as an enemy of nationalism or racialism from the
start, and that for reasons grounded in his logic of the speci³c. What he fails
to mention is that his logic had undergone a rather important shift as a
result of the war experience. Where before he had characterized the state in
Buddhist terms as an “absolute incarnation,” he now refers to it as a “repub-
lic” whose ultimate purpose is to serve not its members as a principle of
unity, but as what Buddhist doctrine calls an “expedient means” for a higher
religious end. In the end, he had to ³nd a way to distance himself from the
identi³cation of the nation as the salvation of the realm of the speci³c.

The key to this step appears in an invigorated contrast between the pos-
itive and negative dimensions of the speci³c. Negatively, as before, the
speci³city of the sociocultural substratum is said to limit the individual,
closing off the will to moral action in the name of ideals coming from out-
side of the ethnic group. Its totality is nonrational, opposing all who oppose
it with the aim of mediating it through rational reµection, presenting itself
as superior precisely because it is immediate and unreµected reality. Posi-
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tively, however, it is also now said to be the foundation for culture, which
arises among the members of a society through a process of education. In
this sense, the unreµected immediacy of the speci³c society is trans³gured
into a conscious and mutual mediation among its individuals. In place of
earlier emphasis on the nation in contrast to the oppressive tendencies of a
merely ethnic or racial identity, the positive dimension reemerges in the
context of a moral culture somehow seen to be superior to, though not
exclusive of, political obligations to the nation. His claim is that people con-
centrated on the extensive side of the speci³c—namely, its de³nition as a
particular racial class—and ignored the intensive aspect, which is that it is
the necessary locus of all change in history and the condition for the possi-
bility of redemption from ignorance and self-will. He gives two reasons for
insisting that the speci³c be included to mediate the way between universal
ideals and particular individuals:

In the ³rst place, the society of a nation, by opposing the individual,
binds and limits the individual through its authority. In its speci³c customs
and laws it embodies speci³cities which can be attested to neither by the
appeal to individual conscience nor in the light of the universal principles of
humanity…. I could not help considering its reality as something that I could
neither deny nor idealize. It is a dynamic reality that has the power of oppos-
ing and negating my will.

In the second place… it is the ground wherein the basis of my own life is
to be found. If necessary, my existence should be sacri³ced to it. The species
is not only a reality that transcends my own existence. Insofar as I of myself
am converted into the mediation of absolute nothingness through the nega-
tion of myself, the species also thereby loses its nature of opposition to me.…

If there is rationality in the sociocultural speci³city that mediates a rela-
tionship between universal humanity and individual human beings, it
would not do to chalk this up to the mere fact that nations exist with partic-
ular governments. Rational attempts to create government and to rule by
moral or religious ideals were always for Tanabe an imposition of human
reason, not the working of an ineluctable law of nature. The interplay
between the individual and society was simply too varied, too vital, to be
fully rationalized. Quite the contrary, as the living soul of a people, the
speci³c substratum that bound a people together into a sociocultural unit
was not only irrational in the sense of being unreasonable or imperfectly
reµected, it was also nonrational in the sense of posing immediate limits to
reason.

Tanabe never compromised his abiding distrust of the tendency of the
speci³c toward herd thinking, collective superstition, and simply sloppy
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thinking. Nothing in his writings backs down from his belief in the irrevoca-
ble inhumanity of simple blind obedience to habits of thought inherited in
the structures of language or cultural mores. Never one to honor common
sense unduly, Tanabe located the tendency to think badly in the group and
the overcoming of that tendency in private discipline. This was part of the
original sense of the word speci³city in his ³rst essays on the subject, and
appeared again in redoubled force in the Metanoetics, where he announced
that the irrationality of the speci³c was something he had personally “suf-
fered” and hence hard to explain to those who lacked the experience of
wartime Japan. The disenchantment at waking up to one’s own inability to
critique collective patterns of thought taking shape in one’s own time is, of
course, a common enough experience, and belongs as much to the victors of
the war as to the defeated.

At the same time, revaluing the nonrationality of the speci³c seems to
have drawn his attention to elements in vernacular wisdom and common
sense that limit our attempts to be rational and give them a practical and
objective raison d’être in time and space that mere private reµection cannot.
No doubt old age and the approach of death aided this positive appreciation
of the nonrational side of the speci³c substratum. Together, if it is not out
of place for me to say so, they help us to understand the unaccustomed
tinge of piety one runs across in his later work.

In late writings the religious meaning of mediation gets stronger and
clearer in proportion as the nationalistic side pales and fades into the back-
ground. Speci³c society, insofar as it closes itself off from the community of
other speci³c societies, is seen as the self-alienation of the generic unity of
absolute nothingness. Religiously, the speci³c is the locus for the enlight-
ened engagement in the world, where absolute nothingness works to save
the members of a society through mutual love and cooperation. “As the
mediator of the totality of nothingness in the world of being, the individual
becomes nothing and thereby becomes the expedient means for mutual
instruction and salvation.”

But the role of religion in working for the self-awareness of generic
unity is not only to bind the individuals within a speci³c society together
but to open them to the wider world outside of their own community. In
the same way that Tanabe adopts the Christian symbol of the communio
sanctorum to speak of the relations among awakened individuals, there is at
least a hint that he had the Christian idea of the speci³c “local church” in
mind when speaking of the religious dimension of the nation in relation to
the ideal “universal church” of the entire human family. In this scheme the
nation loses the character of simple “immediacy” that Tanabe had given it
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earlier and in its place becomes simply an “expedient means” for working
out a salvation that draws one across speci³c boundaries.

In spite of this reorientation of the logic of the speci³c, and despite his
insistence that “culture worship… is a symptom of the decadence of a cul-
ture,” it is surprising to see that Tanabe never recanted his earlier attempts
to elevate the Japanese emperor religiously to the status of “avatar of
absolute nothingness.” At the height of Japan’s transformation into a mili-
tary state, Tanabe envisioned the emperor rising up symbolically out of the
nation of mutually mediated beings to represent the higher reality in whose
power all beings are ultimately joined one to another. His motives for
repeating this idea, substantially unchanged, as late as 1947 are hard to
fathom. At most we can say that as Tanabe’s religious reµections drove his
logic of the speci³c further and further away from the idea of the nation,
they also overshadowed his curious attachment to ³nding a place of honor
for the emperor in the logic.

We may note a passage from a 1946 essay on “The Urgent Task of Politi-
cal Philosophy,” which appeared just two months after Metanoetics, to show
how Tanabe clung to the monarchical model as the guarantee of political
unity in a social democracy:

The emperor is the embodiment of the ideal of the unity of the people as a
whole. Only nothingness is able to unify things that stand in opposition; sim-
ple being cannot do it. The absolute inviolability of the emperor is a function
of transcendent nothingness. Thus understood, the symbolic presence of the
emperor should be seen as the principle that uni³es through absolute nega-
tion both democracy and the opposition that it contains.

At the same time, he accepts the demand of the west that the emperor
acknowledge, to the people of Japan and to other countries, responsibility
for the war, and does one better. He calls for a symbolic gesture of unity
with the people—he did not dare to call it a metanoesis, though that is what
he had in mind—that would show the emperor’s share in their suffering:

It would be a good thing for the emperor to embrace a state of poverty as a
symbol of absolute emptiness.… The truth of the gospel, that he who seeks to
have his life will lose it, and he who loses his life will ³nd it, is the very heart
of the dialectic in which being and having are nothing and emptiness is
everything. Is it out of place for a subject to suggest such an insight to his
sovereign?

As we will see presently, Tanabe would in fact take steps to reach the
emperor more directly.

From the hindsight of the historian, the logic of the speci³c may be said
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to have opened a new stage in Tanabe’s thought after the war, bridging his
early interest in the dialectic and his later turn to religion. But to Tanabe
himself, it was anything but a bridge. It was a groping in the dark for an
answer to the spirit of the age, an answer that could not rest on the assur-
ance that it was leading him just where he wanted to go. In the end, it did
not. Still, Tanabe’s postwar writings on the logic of the speci³c show that he
did not accept the possibility that something had gone wrong in the logic
itself. They did, however, reorient the manifestation of absolute nothingness
away from the nation and closer to a nonpolitical, Buddhist-Christian
“compassion-in-love.” At no time did he repudiate the logical status he had
given the nation as a universal relative to other universals, but neither did he
explicitly look to it any longer as a concrete realization of the ethical sub-
stance of history. Because he did not address this question directly in his
self-criticism, the reorientation meant less of an advance for the logic of the
speci³c itself than a retreat back into a safer level of abstraction, leaving him
free to concentrate on more personal, existential questions. That religion
occupied his principal attentions in his declining years and that he withdrew
into virtual isolation to do his writing is hardly to be wondered at.

40 repentance. In a public act of repentance issued
during the ³nal stages of the Paci³c War, Tanabe acknowledged his lack of
strength to speak out against what he knew in his heart was wrong. In his
crowning philosophical work, Philosophy as Metanoetics, he called for a
complete overhaul of the notion of philosophy, which had betrayed itself in
opting for expedience over truth. To his critics, this eleventh hour call for a
“metanoia” to purge philosophy of its tainted innocence was viewed as
courageous only in the sense that a dive from a burning ship can still be an
act of courage for one who cannot swim. And indeed, one looks through
that work in vain for any admission of guilt for particular actions or state-
ments he had made. But we may point to two such instances of self-criti-
cism in order to place that work in a better perspective.

The ³rst took the form of one last attempt at practical action, where his
refusal to part with former ideas takes a curious turn. In 1945 Tanabe,
already retired to the mountains of Karuizawa, wrote what was to be his last
letter to Nishida. In it he laid bare his genuine concern for the future of
Japan and the emperor system. Given his idea of the emperor as a symbol of
absolute nothingness on the one hand and the dif³cult conditions that had
fallen on the population at large on the other, Tanabe proposed that initia-
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tives be taken before the arrival of the occupying forces to ward off the
impending deposition. Concretely, he suggested that the emperor publicly
renounce all possessions associated with his position and return them, in
the form of a salvi³c offering, to the Japanese people. In so doing the
emperor would embody the Buddhist principle of nothingness—“without a
single thing”—and perhaps prevail on the west to leave the emperor system
intact.

In highly formal prose, Tanabe asked Nishida for permission to com-
municate his plan to the emperor as representing Nishida’s own views. His
letter reads in part:

The danger our nation ³nds itself in today is unlike anything in the past, and
like you I am most anxious about it. There is no need repeating that without
clear thinking nothing can save us. I am an old and powerless man in a weak
frame, and as always full of my own opinions. But I cannot repress the hope
that perhaps there is something in those opinions that might help to save the
country. Once I have expressed them to you and heard your criticisms, if
there be something of truth to be had in my plan, I would like to ask your
power to help see it realized….

With your kind leave, I would like whatever you ³nd useful to be pre-
sented to Prime Minister Konoe, and from there have it brought to Taka-
matsu no Miya [the emperor’s younger brother] for handing over to the
emperor. Under normal circumstances, such a request would be unreason-
able, but the anxieties of the moment make time of the essence. I am con-
vinced that whatever may come of it all, there is something here of service to
the emperor and the nation, and that steps should be taken to pursue its real-
ization. I know this is asking a great deal, but I would be grateful if you
would give this matter your serious consideration.

Kõyama Iwao, who in the main agreed with Tanabe’s idea, went to
Tokyo in June of 1945 to start the process. He ³rst consulted with Yabe Teiji,
whose diary mentions the visit by Kõyama. Apparently there was a consen-
sus, as later entries in the diary speak of the need for “extreme steps for the
very foundations of a genuine national community,” of the “fatal error of
separation of the imperial household from the people if the future of Japan’s
group unity is to be saved,” and of “the unthinkability of overlooking
con³dence in the nation’s internal system and the moral strength of the
Japanese race.”

In the end, there was no time to put the plan into action and it came to
naught, although Tanabe’s views on the emperor system were eventually
communicated directly to the emperor by the minister of education.

Actually, the idea of having Nishida collaborate in his plan was doomed
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from the start, as there was talk among certain military of³cials of having
both him and Konoe arrested. In his reply to Tanabe of 20 May Nishida
wrote (in friendlier prose) his agreement that “there is no other way for the
imperial household to get out of the situation,” indicating at the same time
that he was aware of the danger to his own person. As for Konoe, Nishida
remarked that he considered him a man of “suf³cient insight” but lacking
the clout to do anything in the present circumstances. The rest of the politi-
cians he dismissed as “awfully weak.” A month later Nishida died.

A second example appears in a 1956 essay titled “Memories of Kyoto.”
In it Tanabe takes the same phrase that he used to close his remarks to the
students being shipped off to war, “highest glory,” and uses it to describe the
teacher who is able to embrace in the classroom a great number of students
“burning with the love of truth.” The connection between the two, which
rather leaps out at one today, was probably lost on most of his readers at the
time. The content of the article leaves little doubt that it was more than
coincidence.

Tanabe admits that his own experience of the highest glory had not
been without hardships. The perennial task of philosophy does not consist
in transmitting accumulated knowledge but in reassuring the love of truth.
This demands a special relationship of mutual criticism between teacher
and student for which reason and not rank provides the basis. He thinks
back to the waves of socialist thought that had beat against the walls of aca-
demia and ³red the imagination of Japan’s young intellectuals, admitting
that for him personally it had been a test of his commitment to philosophy.

In this context, Tanabe acknowledges his sympathy for the theoretical
consistency of socialist thought and its demand for social justice, and even
concedes that to some extent it answered the demand for a philosophy of
social justice. What he resisted, he says, was the introduction of politics into
the philosophy classroom, not to mention that “reactionary thinking” and
irrationalism that were used against those like himself who resisted reducing
everything to class struggle. With the Manchurian Incident in 1931, things
grew still more complicated. On the one hand, the intellectual confronta-
tion with socialist thinking grew more intense; on the other, the govern-
ment began to step up its monitoring of teaching at public universities.
Together, these two forces threatened the existence of the rational forum
that philosophy depends on. In these circumstances, Tanabe says that he
opted to focus on classical German philosophical texts and not to take up
the vital political issues of the day, in order the better to face the basic exis-
tential questions of philosophy. Looking back at this decision he writes:
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In the face of the gradually worsening pressures of the Second World War,
and the ever-increasing strict control of thought, I was too faint-hearted to
resist positively, and more or less had no choice but to be swept up in the tide
of the times. On this point I cannot reproach myself deeply enough.

The thought of the students rushing to the battle³elds, some of them to
die there under the banner of a “blind militarism,” leaves him, he says, with
“a strong sense of regret for my own responsibility. I can only hang my head
low and confess my sin.” Here again, the connection to his earlier harangue
is clear.

The conclusion one would expect Tanabe to draw, that he was wrong
about keeping politics out of the classroom, or at least naive to think that it
was possible, is not drawn. I have yet to ³nd a passage in his works where it
is. His call for a metanoesis in philosophy does not challenge this funda-
mental point, but rather shifts the accent to religious consciousness. The
oversight is telling.

41 philosophizing the repentance. With Philosophy
as Metanoetics repentance is transformed into a philosophical method. The
work is not an attempt on Tanabe’s part to redress anything he himself had
done or not done, thought or not thought, but a lamentation on the philo-
sophical enterprise itself and a call for its general reform. There are three
factors in play here. 

First was the disaster of the war and the closing of the Japanese mind to
critical reµection, which required nothing less than a repentance by the
whole nation. Second was the poverty and cowardice of philosophy in the
face of this closure. After nearly three generations of what was thought to be
a pursuit of wisdom, the philosophical community found itself mute in the
face of mass self-deception. The desire not to know had completely over-
whelmed the desire to know, and philosophers had hardly even lifted a pen
to monitor the process, let alone object strenuously against it. Had the
Japanese missed the soul of philosophy entirely? Or had it sold that soul in
order to lose itself in the safety of academia? Third was his own private
weakness of heart. Tanabe clearly felt a keen sense of embarrassment at his
own complicity, and the sense of moral duty runs through the pages of his
book as much as an attempt to salvage his philosophy does.

Now the only way to pose these questions in a way that philosophy can
answer them, he felt, was through a radical transformation of perspective
concerning the task of philosophy—not so much new ideas as a new way of

154 Philosophers of Nothingness



seeing. All combined, this gives us the double-entendre of what he called
metanoesis: a change of heart and a rethinking of thinking itself. Of course,
it needs to be read against the background of the tangle of political ideas in
which the logic of the speci³c had been caught up. But more than that, it is
a major philosophical work in its own right and, as I said, Tanabe’s crown-
ing achievement.

After the surrender of 1945, many of Japan’s writers broke their pens in
shame. Others reupholstered their memory to ³nd a consistency in their
ideas that never was there. Some even doctored their collected works to hide
the stains. In such a mood, the idea that the Kyoto philosophers had made
the best of an oppressive situation, that against impossible odds they had
tried to encourage more moderate elements, could hardly get a fair hearing.
To some extent, the Metanoetics did. Granted it did little to answer the
direct criticisms against Tanabe himself or the other Kyoto philosophers, it
does seem to have attracted considerable sympathy in both philosophical
and religious circles. As noted earlier, Tanabe’s distance from Nishida
throughout the ³fteen years of war, though in no way related to their
respective views on the war or Japanese nationalism, prevented his ideas
from being cited to back up any political position of Nishida or his closest
disciples. There is, for instance, not even a hint of his logic of the speci³c in
the Chðõkõron discussions. No doubt this fact, too, though entirely circum-
stantial, had a role to play in the enthusiastic reception of the Metanoetics.

This may not have been entirely to Tanabe’s advantage. Takeuchi
Yoshinori laments the extent to which the circumstances of the book’s
emergence “overshadowed its true origins and caused it to be absorbed into
the general atmosphere of mass appeals for national repentance being gen-
erated by opportunistic politicians.” For, all things considered, the Meta-
noetics is a supremely nonpolitical book. Even when it tilts towards the con-
crete in “despising the shamelessness of the leaders primarily responsible for
the defeat who are now urging the entire nation to repentance” and express-
ing a belief in “the collective responsibility of the nation,” its call is for a
religious change of heart, not for a reform of social institutions. 

Tanabe’s personal crisis of belief in his own vocation as a philosopher
had brewed during the ³ve-year silence he imposed on himself, during
which time he foundered in indecision over whether to confront the gov-
ernment over its war policies or to ³nd a way to cooperate in saving the
nation from its impending disaster. He found himself, we might say, in the
position of what William James had called a “live, forced, momentous
option.” Not to decide was already a decision. He knew that when he took
up his pen he would risk saying things he would regret later, or being used
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for purposes he had not intended. Not even the strongest of his philosophi-
cal convictions had shown him a way out of his dilemma. As the situation in
the country deteriorated and freedom of expression was more and more
suppressed, he contemplated giving up his post as a teacher of philosophy
altogether.

At some point he realized, in what can only be called a kind of religious
experience, that he was too full of himself. He spoke of it in the closing days
of the war, to a hall ³lled with students in what Takeuchi recalls as a tense
atmosphere. I cite from the opening lines of that ³rst lecture, which was to
become his long and moving Preface to the Metanoetics:

My own indecision, it seemed to me, disquali³ed me as a philosopher and
university professor. I spent my days wrestling with questions and doubts
like this from within and without, until I had been quite driven to the point
of exhaustion and in my despair concluded that I was not ³t to engage in the
sublime task of philosophy.

At that moment something astonishing happened. In the midst of my
distress I let go and surrendered myself humbly to my own inability. I was
suddenly brought to new insight! My penitent confession—metanoesis—
unexpectedly threw me back on my own interiority and away from things
external. There was no longer any question of my teaching and correcting
others under the circumstances—I who could not deliver myself to do the
correct thing. The only thing for me to do in the situation was to resign
myself honestly to my weakness, to examine my own inner self with humility,
and to explore the depths of my powerlessness and lack of freedom. Would
not this mean a new task to take the place of the philosophical task that had
previously engaged me? Little matter whether it be called “philosophy” or
not: I had already come to realize my own incompetence as a philosopher.
What mattered was that I was being confronted at the moment with an intel-
lectual task and ought to do my best to pursue it.

In principle, all the ingredients of the metanoetics were already present in
the reams of material he had published: the primacy of self-awareness, trust
in the working of absolute nothingness, the letting go of self, the need to put
reason at the service of morality. All that was needed was a catalyst to crys-
tallize these ideas into a viable standpoint.

The stimulus came not from his accustomed reading of philosophy but
from a student of his whom we mentioned earlier, Takeuchi Yoshinori.
Takeuchi had seen that the heart of Tanabe’s idea of absolute nothingness in
history was very much consistent with the Shin Buddhist notion of Other-
power. He wrote this up in a little book, a copy of which he presented to his
teacher in 1941. Tanabe concurred, feeling he had found a way to extricate
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himself from the tangle in which he was caught. Not only would this lead to
Philosophy as Metanoetics, it would alter his vocabulary and redirect the
focus of all his later work as well.

The logic of the speci³c would have ended in a dead end without the
Metanoetics. Yet as we noted earlier, the idea of metanoetics gave his logic “a
new and deeper basis,” not a radical restructuring. Even the ultimate ideal of
the metanoetics, an “existential community” through collective repentance,
does not depart far from his original idea of the nation. If there was any
vacancy left by the emperor, who does not ³gure in the scheme of the meta-
noetics at all, it was more than ³lled by the religious ³gures of Shinran and
Jesus, in whom Tanabe recognized true religious “cosmopolitans” rising
above the epoch-speci³c conditions of their origins.

The opposite is not the case. The central argument of the book, a thor-
oughgoing critique of the way reason functions in history, presented in the
form of a series of confrontations with the western philosophers who had
been most inµuential in the formation of his own thought in the past,
stands on its own without the logic of the speci³c. In it we see Tanabe in a
new position. On the one hand, he is clearly retreating from the world and
taking his misunderstood ideas with him. On the other, he is throwing him-
self back into the world with which he is most familiar with a spirit of criti-
cism and confrontation that has never been stronger. For not only is he
lodging criticisms against particular ideas of particular authors, he is engag-
ing the whole philosophical enterprise itself. Tanabe was convinced that he
had found an Archimedean point outside the world of philosophical tradi-
tion from which to dislodge that world and set it spinning in a new orbit. As
he says, his aim is nothing less than to construct “a philosophy that is not a
philosophy.”

The result is a masterpiece of philosophical thought that shows Tanabe
at his very best like nothing before and nothing since.

42 the logic of absolute critique. The work as a
whole may be said to circle around the reform of philosophy elliptically, as
if on a double pivot: the limits of reason and the force of Other-power. In
the same way that the ellipsis needs both its pivots at the same time, so does
Tanabe’s argument. For the sake of brevity, I shall treat the two separately
here.

The ³rst aim is constellated in what he calls “the logic of absolute cri-
tique.” The logic of the speci³c had shown up the irrationality at the basis of
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all historical praxis. The Metanoetics takes a leap beyond that to show the
irrational core at the heart of all philosophical thought, including that which
criticizes the irrationality of social existence. In the same way that the
absoluteness of nothingness has to lie outside of the world of being, the
absoluteness of the critique of reason cannot come from within reason itself
but only from without. Given Tanabe’s rejection of a transhistorical divin-
ity, the without can only be the absolute nothingness at the ground of his-
tory, which is encountered not in pure thought but at the point where pure
thought reaches its limits—in the expression that he repeats several times
throughout the book, at the point where reason “blooms seven times and
wilts eight”:

What the absolute critique of reason aims to do is not to provide a safety net
for the criticizing subject by assuming a criticism that lies beyond all criti-
cism, but rather to expose the entirety of reason to rigorous criticism and
thus to a self-shattering. The critique of reason cannot avoid leading reason
to absolute critique…. Pure self-identity is possible only for the absolute.
Insofar as reason forgets its standpoint of ³nitude and relativity, and erro-
neously presumes itself to be absolute, it is destined to fall into absolute con-
tradiction and disruption.

The model for the critique is Hegel’s critique of Kant and Kierkegaard’s
critique of Hegel, to which Tanabe adds a corrective of his own. Kant’s trust
in the autonomy of reason and his attempt to apply it universally fails,
Tanabe concurs with Hegel, in that it did not critique its own critical stand-
point. It can only land in antinomies that it is incapable of resolving and
chalk them up to the structure of the mind from which we have no relief as
human beings. Tanabe’s reasons are not only Hegel’s. For Kant, to question
criticism would be to question the whole purpose of philosophical venture
itself. For Tanabe, the purpose of philosophy was not criticism but awaken-
ing, for which critique was just one of the ingredients needed.

Tanabe also follows Hegel in introducing dialectics into logic and reli-
gion into dialectics. His idea of the radical imperfection of the human con-
dition and its need for transformation by something transcendent leads to a
position of “reconciliation with destiny through love,” which in turn
becomes the touchstone of Tanabe’s metanoetics. But this step needs the
corrective of what Kierkegaard calls the conversion of the individual to reli-
gious existence that cannot be accounted for by the working of universal
reason. What Kierkegaard misses in his ascent from the aesthetic to the ethi-
cal to the religious, according to Tanabe, is the return to care for the world
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of other selves. The individual’s love of God and God’s love of the individ-
ual must be completed in our love of one another.

If all of this sounds like rather ordinary Christian theology, it is only
because in abbreviating the ideas I have eliminated both the full range and
rigor of Tanabe’s argument. Also missing is the crucial ingredient of
entrusting the will to absolute nothingness, which he saw as necessary for
the Christian symbolism to satisfy the demands of the absolute critique. The
logic of absolute critique is applied not only to critical reason and history,
but also to free will, which he now understands as a “will to nothingness.”
Just as reason cannot grasp nothingness without turning it into being, nei-
ther can it grasp the freedom of will by deducing it from the intuition of a
moral law. Like Kant, who saw that belief in God is inferred from free will
and not the other way around, so Tanabe cannot ground freedom in an
absolute being. But unlike Kant, who reasoned freedom to be the ontologi-
cal ground of the moral law, Tanabe locates freedom in the same no-ground
(Ab-grund) as belief in an absolute being, that is, in an absolute nothingness
experienced in metanoesis:

It is not being but nothingness that provides a foundation in the human for
freedom…. Nothingness is not something to which immediate experience
can attest; whatever can be experienced immediately, or intuited in objective
terms, belongs to being, not to nothingness. To suppose therefore that free-
dom is capable of being grasped in an act of comprehensive intuition is tan-
tamount to turning it into being and thus depriving it of its essential nature
as nothingness.

The idea of absolute nothingness thus comes into its own here not sim-
ply as a deduction but as something that encounters one like a force beyond.
Although this is the starting point of the Metanoetics, the method of argu-
ment is properly philosophical. Beginning with a fresh look at Hegel’s Phe-
nomenology and an appreciation of Kierkegaard’s criticisms of its rational-
ism, he grapples with Heidegger, Kant, Schelling, Pascal, Nietzsche, and
Eckhart, as well as with Zen master Dõgen. One by one he takes up the
thinkers that had inµuenced his thinking, in each case driving their use of
reason to the point of despair at which it must let go of itself—or as he says,
making use of the Christian terminology, die in order to resurrect. In this
way each philosophical argument is brought back again and again to the
theme of metanoesis.

I will not even attempt to summarize the range of ideas he brings under
the axe of his absolute critique. It is a dense book that de³es abbreviation.
There are whole pages that will be almost unintelligible without some
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knowledge of his earlier positions, and even then the introduction of subtle
shifts of emphasis requires more attention than any but a student of
Tanabe’s thought is likely to give it. But the deliberate and carefully-worded
arguments are important less for any systematic philosophical content they
contain—the logic of absolute critique never amounted to the consistent
philosophical standpoint for Tanabe that absolute mediation or the logic of
the speci³c had—than for the fact that they are surrounded on all sides by
an air of religiosity. The effect is so unlike Tanabe’s early writing, and so
often so incidental to the argument he is pursuing, that one has always the
sense that he is indeed aiming at a philosophy that refuses simply to be phi-
losophy.

Throughout the book he refers to his philosophical partners—or at least
many of them—as “saints and sages” who have understood philosophy in
the normal sense of an awakening to the autonomy and power of reason. It
is a path he walked once but can no longer:

The experience of my past philosophical life has brought me to realize my
own inability and the impotence of any philosophy based on self-power. I
have no philosophy whatsoever on which to rely. I now ³nd that the rational
philosophy from which I had always been able to extract an understanding of
the rational forces permeating history, and through which I could deal rigor-
ously with reality without going astray, has left me.

Against this, he now postures as one of the “sinful and ignorant” unlike the
“saints and sages in communion with the divine.” 

There seems to be a little irony in this latter statement insofar as it
assumes that there are others who can rely on traditional philosophy in a
responsible way, while at the same time carrying out a critique of reason
that in effect makes ignorant sinners out of all the philosophers he had pre-
viously emulated. On the one hand, he wants to confess his debility as a
philosopher as something peculiar to him; on the other, he wants to praise
those who have engaged in philosophy with greater moral strength than he.
The conclusion, that any well-intentioned thinker would come to the same
position eventually, is left unspoken in the text. 

This irresolution reµects an ambivalence in Tanabe’s own state of mind.
To begin with, while composing the book he began with the idea that it
would be his duty to “participate in the task of leading… our people as a
whole to engage in repentance.” At he got deeper into it, his focus returned
to the philosophical readership, though he always held out the hope that his
philosophy would somehow serve that original purpose. At the same time,
recognizing that his own failure was in some sense his own fault and not
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that of philosophy, he begins to focus more on the actual philosophers as
individuals and to assess their level of self-awareness from their writings.
His judgments take on a different tone, as if he is looking at them as if in a
mirror, trying to detect something deep in himself that went wrong, some
potential that had gone untapped. 

To give one example, we might cite his remarks on Nietzsche, in whom
he struggles to ³nd a harbinger of his idea of absolute critique. But then he
pauses in what can only be called a sigh of lament for his own lack of aware-
ness of the full reach of the philosophical quest:

The egoism that lies directly on the surface of Nietzsche’s will to power is
actually nothing more than a disguise. Though the mask be that of a devil,
the reality is that of a sage. Herein lies the secret of Nietzsche’s Dionysus: on
the outside we see a strong and heroic ³gure who does not shrink even from
a religion of Satan; but on the inside, beneath the exterior garments, lies the
heart of a sage overµowing with in³nite love…. I should like to interpret him
as a saint who rejected debilitating sympathies to preach a strengthening
evangel of suffering and overcoming….

Even Pascal, whose views he considers the precise antithesis of his meta-
noetics, he excuses on the grounds that it would be unmetanoetic to treat a
holy sage any differently:

This is in no way to cast doubt on the authenticity of his faith or to accuse his
thought of being shallow. Nothing could be further from the spirit of meta-
noetics. Quite the contrary, it seems to me that Pascal was such a pure and
noble spirit by nature that he would have never felt the inner impulse to
metanoetics. Metanoetics is the way of the ordinary and the foolish, not that
of the holy sage.… 

One has the sense of Tanabe bending over backwards to disrobe himself
of the image of the confrontational, hard-nosed critic who treated ideas in
the abstract, apart from the thinkers who had them. For the absolute cri-
tique is aimed at the hubris of reason, not at reasonable people, and it is
prompted withal by the pursuit of virtue in the philosophical act itself. 

Despite the highly personal tone of the book, Tanabe’s inner religious
life remains a mystery. What we can say, it seems to me, is that Tanabe saw
in the abstractions of philosophy a defence behind which to safeguard his
private life and feelings from public view, and yet from whose privileged
position he could address the modern soul directly. Even the repeated refer-
ral to himself with the words “sinful and ignorant as I am” so rarely touches
down on the solid ground of particular historical fact that the reader cannot
but slide over the phrase after a while. Since I ³nd it hard to imagine that
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Tanabe himself was not aware of this as he was writing, I can only conclude
that he had taken what was originally a genuinely personal sentiment and
turned it into the mask of an Everyman so that his readers might gradually
be led to think “sinful and ignorant as we are,” and be drawn into the same
experiment of life-and-resurrection through Other-power that Tanabe him-
self was conducting. In this way, far from being an asbestos cloak that pro-
tected his inward self from catching ³re from outer critiques, the outer
mask begins to take on the glow of a religious conviction burning within.

43 religious act, religious witness. The great and
ineluctable philosophical paradox of the Metanoetics, that only reason can
ultimately persuade reason of its own debilities, is overcome by the addition
of—or rather, attention to—the religious dimension. It is not a matter of
turning philosophy into a “religious philosophy” or religion into “philo-
sophical religion,” but of recovering the original ground at which the two
rely on each other, a kind of philosophy-in-religion. As we noted, the key
here is the enhancement of the notion of absolute nothingness. There are
three new elements interwoven here: absolute nothingness as Other-power;
its manifestation as a nothingness-in-love through the self-negation of the
absolute; and its relation to Amida Buddha and the Pure Land. 

In order not to draw absolute nothingness into the world of objective
being so that it can become an object of faith, Tanabe transforms the idea of
faith into surrender to something that is not being and cannot therefore
become an object of conscious intuition. This something, as we have already
noted, is not a thing but a power that can only be experienced as a force that
disrupts the subject-object duality of reason, and only from there deduced
as the power that mediates everything that happens in the world of being
and becoming. Any association with a concrete object of faith must begin
from this premise and not from the premise of an object pre-existing our
faith in it.

At ³rst sight the idea of an object of faith de³ned by its non-being
seems radically to demythify all the metaphors of faith and religious experi-
ence. To say that the object of desire does not exist before it is desired (as
Kant does in his idea of the “good will”) redraws the distinction between
religious faith and simple superstition. It means that the true object of faith
is one that cannot be grasped or manipulated as an image that points liter-
ally or symbolically to some particular object among other objects in the
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world of being. It can only be imagined and has no power apart from the
imagining.

In order to apply this to western notions of God, the focus has to shift
from God as a subject who reigns supreme over the realm of being to a self-
emptying divinity who is manifest only in the self-negating act of love.
Whereas previously the working of absolute nothingness was apparent in
the mere fact of absolute mediation of the world of being, from this point
on Tanabe will describe it as nothingness-in-love. As absolute power it does
not exercise its will directly on relative beings but is only manifest indirectly: 

A God who is love is an existence that forever reduces itself to nothing and
totally gives itself to the other. In that sense, it is an existence that has noth-
ingness as its principle and does not directly act out of its own will.

This indirect manifestation appears wherever relative beings negate them-
selves in the act of love. Self-emptying is God’s activity in the world of
being. God’s only reality is the continued “negation and transformation—
that is, conversion—of everything relative.” Tanabe uses the image of a
divine net cast over the world of being to replace the idea of faith as an indi-
vidual’s personal relationship with God:

The relationship between God and me is not enough to explain the role of
the divine net. It is absolutely necessary that we ourselves become nodes in
the net and play our part in the divine love that embraces and encompasses
all relative beings—in other words, that we assume a joint responsibility.
This is why the love of God entails a love of neighbor.

The model Tanabe takes of a religion that complements philosophy is
drawn from the Kyõgyõshinshõ written by Shinran, the thirteenth-century
founder of True Pure Land Buddhism, a work revered as scripture but at the
same time, as Tanabe laments, shackled by sectarianism. There are two
major ideas he takes from this work, or perhaps better, reads out of it. For as
it turns out, taken together these ideas con³rm “the mediating role linking
ethical reason inseparably to religion,” a phrase that echoes the earlier
inµuence of Bergson on his logic of the speci³c. But here, rather than talk of
historical praxis as he had before, Tanabe uses the Buddhist terms gyõ and
shõ to highlight the difference between the awakening of the primal religious
act and the response of ethical behavior.

Gyõ is the religious act in which the sinful and ignorant fool comes to
trust in the Other-power of Amida Buddha. Taking heart in Shinran’s con-
viction that it is ³rst and foremost the bonbu, the ordinary fool, who is
saved, Tanabe is quick to see the connection to the Socratic virtue of know-
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ing that one does not know. He sees the daimon of Socrates as a warning
against trust in one’s own powers of reason and a call to abandon oneself in
metanoesis. But what was only implicit in Socrates becomes explicit in Shin-
ran, namely the “Great Act of genuine religious practice based on Other-
power, through which the self, cast into the abyss of death, is immediately
restored once again to life.” The pursuit of the absolute critique of reason is
such a religious act. It is, we might say, the philosophical equivalent of the
nenbutsu, or practice of invoking the name of the Buddha in complete trust
that leads to salvation.

But this act is incomplete if it remains in the inner recesses of mind. It
must be con³rmed in the form of outward witness, shõ, to the power of
transforming love. This witness supplies the ethical component of metanoe-
sis. Drawing again on Pure Land teachings, Tanabe asserts that whatever
merit there is to ethical activity is all due to the great compassion of Other-
power. Unlike the mysticism of Meister Eckhart and the Zen of Master
Dõgen, which Tanabe sees as caught in a circle of the awakening of the self
to its inherent Buddha-nature, Pure Land faith is based on awakening to an
absolute Other. Again reµecting his distance from Nishida, he speaks of Zen
as “continuous, self-identical, and in-itself,” while Pure Land is “disjunctive,
discontinuous, and for-itself.” He found Zen kõan sympathetic to his own
absolute critique, but argued that, in the end, it substitutes what
Kierkegaard had called “the aesthetic” for “the religious.” Tanabe’s point
was not to set up Zen and Pure Land as an either/or choice, but to show
how the two complement each other, contrary to popular opinion.

The meritorious work of compassion (ekõ) works in two mutually
related directions, a kind of ascent-in-descent, egressus est regressus. The ³rst
phase of “going to the Pure Land,” or õsõ, consists in awakening to one’s
own inability to save oneself and abandonment to the saving power from
Amida Buddha. The second phase, that of “returning from the Pure Land to
this world” (gensõ) is the return to this world to work for the salvation of
others. Both of these are direct actions only in the sense that in them self-
power is “transferred” to Other-power:

We can see an essential logic at work here insofar as saving oneself means
performing an act of absolute self-negation that is only brought fully to con-
sciousness when one can sacri³ce one’s own self compassionately for the sake
of others.

The symbol of this transformation of consciousness is the bodhisattva
Dharm„kara, the embodiment of the Buddha as a relative being lighting up
the way to faith through self-discipline and religious practice.
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Whereas Shinran saw the gensõ as the true prerogative of the Buddha
alone, Tanabe reads the Dharm„kara myth as pointing to gensõ as a task for
all individuals to complete. Naturally, this did not settle well with Pure Land
orthodoxy, but then again that was not his intention. Similarly, his appro-
priation of the story of the death and resurrection of Jesus as a symbol of a
universal human possibility—actually a rather old and familiar pattern in
western Christianity—is not an attempt to offer a competing theology but
to garner the philosophical truth in religious doctrine and thus liberate it
from the con³nes of orthodox believers.

Although this pattern is repeated consistently throughout the Metanoet-
ics, it is not used as the foundation for ethical principles. In the return to the
world, witness is said to “produce knowledge” but no speci³c content is
given to this knowledge. Rather, Tanabe is content to speak of the religious
ground without which any ethical principles remain locked in either the
irrationality of social conventions or the rationalism of philosophical
reµection. The ethical “ought” is no longer based on an “imperative” or
“ideal” in Kant’s sense but rather on a participation in a greater reality. All
moral action becomes a kind of “action of no action.” The very concepts of
ethics are emptied of their rational content to become up„ya, expedient
means to “mediate the mutual transformation of being and nothingness.”
And whereas formerly the question of the telos of the working of absolute
nothingness in the world of being and becoming was left vague and
unde³ned, it is now given new meaning: the building up, through love, of a
peaceful world, a communio sanctorum on earth.

44 self and self-awareness. The religious tenor of the
Metanoetics sets the tone for Tanabe’s late work in retirement. Even when he
returned to his interest in science, carrying on what Takeuchi has called his
“lifelong guerrilla warfare” against the inµated claims of natural science, he
did so in a religious mood. The “progress” gained through an accumulation
of knowledge, he saw, was ultimately no more than the working out of the
innate methodological fragmentation of science itself, impeding a true syn-
thesis of knowledge. Tanabe welcomed the contradictions that the new
physics was uncovering at its own foundations, and suggested that they be
read as an existential kõan on which science as a whole would do well to
meditate. In this way, the metanoetic spirit of his later writings is apparent
in his attempt to de³ne the goal of philosophy as to insert itself into both
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science and religion so that the two might unite and cooperate in promoting
love and peaceful collaboration among the peoples of the earth.

Although Tanabe did not fully abandon the attempt to reshape his logic
of the speci³c, this concern was nudged to the periphery so that another
idea that had been on the periphery could replace it: that of self-awareness.
The concern with inheriting the great religious wealth of Buddhism and
Christianity that we ³nd in his late writings had nothing to do with af³lia-
tion or participation in any institutional form of religion, nor with applying
religious doctrine to the reform of particular social institutions. His focus
had clearly moved to the self that has died to itself and risen in the power of
absolute nothingness. He gave no particular name to this position nor did
he attempt to ³t it out with its own “logic.” But a glance at the way the
notion of the self functioned in his earlier thought makes the shift transparent.

Along with the idea of absolute nothingness, Tanabe had inherited from
Nishida the importance of coming to awareness, though he developed it in a
different direction. His early writing, as we saw in the essay on Kant, clearly
placed a premium on the transformation of individual consciousness, but it
took him a long and circuitous route before he would return to this posi-
tion. It is not until after his Metanoetics that the full religious dimension of
the idea emerges, when ideas that had lain latent in his thought come to full
bloom.

Nishitani, who had studied under both Nishida and Tanabe and who
was the chief editor of Tanabe’s Complete Works, contrasts the positions of
his two teachers regarding the question of the self this way:

While Tanabe’s philosophy pivots around action or praxis… Nishida’s phi-
losophy pivots around self-awareness…. Now these two standpoints are by
and large the same in that they represent a standpoint of a self that is not a self
turning on the same axis of absolute nothingness.

Though it would take Tanabe some time to get to the point that Nishitani
describes, when he did, we ³nd remarks on the subject throughout his
works that one could easily mistake for Nishida’s own, as in the following:

The problems of philosophy arise from our awareness of a deep life. Even
Greek philosophy, which is said to have arisen in wonder, in fact came from
the intelligent Greeks’ own self-awareness of life.… Philosophy is nothing
other than a self-aware expression of life.

We ³nd Tanabe saying more or less the same thing in early writings up until
the time of his ³rst steps towards a new logic, as in the following from a 1925
essay on “The Logic of the Speci³c and the World Scheme”:
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Life and logic do not exist apart from one another. It is only their correlative
identity that exists concretely. When we focus on the aspect of immediacy,
we speak of life, and when we focus on the aspect of mediation, we call it
logic. Just as there is no logic apart from life, so there can be no life of philo-
sophical self-awareness apart from logic. Logic is the logic of life, and the self-
awareness of life is the self-awareness of logic.

Before he could make his way back to these early ideas, however,
Tanabe would ³rst distance his idea of the self from that of Nishida. The
hints of a difference show up already in the concluding sections of his essay,
completed the year before, on “Kant’s Teleology,” where he refers to the
“dialectics of will” as “a ³nality of self-awareness” and offers it as “a com-
mon principle weaving history, religion, and morality into an indivisible
relationship with one another.” As Nishitani points out, this was to prove a
separation point from Nishida, who saw participation in history as basically
a “seeing.” While Tanabe’s concern with praxis in the historical world will
not eclipse entirely the conviction that the job of philosophy is to clear up
consciousness, it is not until his Metanoetics that he returns to state with
renewed vigor that the proper goals of philosophy are “reµection on what is
ultimate and radical self-awareness.” In the intervening years, the idea of
awareness based on negation of the self will bow to the demands of his con-
cerns with historical praxis.

In his essay on Kant just mentioned, it is not a universal “moral law
within” that grounds practical judgment but absolute nothingness, the self-
awareness of which gives a kind of ultimate telos to moral judgment. On the
surface, this is fully consistent with Nishida’s thought, and yet there is a sub-
tle subjectivism here at cross-purposes to Nishida. In the attempt to shift the
universal of practical judgment from a datum to a captum, and at the same
time to maintain absolute nothingness as the ultimate fact of reality, both
the consciousness that creates meaning and the self-awareness of a necessary
³nality in the creative process that drives it to its deeper ground beyond
being, seem to set the knowing subject up as a relative being that confronts
the world and absolute nothingness as its objects. Consequently, the true
self—a term that does not in any case ³gure as prominently in Tanabe as it
had in Nishida—works primarily as a moral ideal to be brought into being
and not as a “deep reality” that need only be awakened to. It is not surpris-
ing, therefore, to ³nd Tanabe criticizing Nishida in 1930 for “the hubris of
having turned the self into a God” and philosophy into religion.

Tanabe himself was aware of the latent subject-object dichotomy in his
thinking and in a 1931 collection of essays entitled Hegel’s Philosophy and the
Dialectic (a portion of which was published in a volume commemorating
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the centennial of Hegel’s death), he tried to make adjustments. Dissatis³ed
with the crudeness of his former “dialectic” he quickly came to replace what
he saw as the equally vacuous notion of absolute knowledge that crowned
Hegel’s system with “a self-awareness of praxis,” again grounded in an
absolute nothingness beyond being. Under the inµuence of Heidegger, he
dubbed his reinterpretation of Hegel an “ethico-religious existential dialec-
tic” wherein the enlightened state of self-awareness works an absolute nega-
tion on both matter and ideas.

Relative now to the absolute nothingness beyond being, Tanabe’s idea
of the self was no longer that of a knowing subject facing a world of objects
but of a self of praxis in the world and yet enlightened to the ultimacy of
absolute nothingness. The shift from the moral subject he had forged in his
critique of Kant was considerable but still inadequate. Compared with
Nishida’s logic of locus, which was framed during the very years that
Tanabe was immersed in his reading of Hegel, Tanabe’s dialectics seemed to
lean in the same direction of de³ning the self in terms of creative seeing—
which, however, he called a praxis instead of following Nishida’s designa-
tion of it as a poesis—rather than in that of a passive knowing. Yet it was
still the object of the praxis, the historical world, and not absolute nothing-
ness that gave the self the concreteness he demanded of it. In a word, the
idea of af³rming the self by negating the individuality of the self vis-à-vis a
larger historical whole is clear; the idea of af³rming a true self by negating
the being of the self vis-à-vis the nothingness of the absolute is not. Absolute
nothingness remained an asymptotic ideal towards which the historical self
aims. It was only with the logic of the speci³c that Tanabe would ³nd a way
to include the ideas of “absolute nothingness” and “self-awareness” in the
realms of the historically conditioned. 

Whereas Nishida had, at least in theory, taken the idea of a “true self” in
the wider sense to include the true essence of things in nature, Tanabe
restricted his attentions to the realm of the human. On the one hand, he felt
that Nishida had oversimpli³ed the way from the ordinary self to the true
self, reckoning it to be a matter for privatized self-awareness. On the other,
he felt the lack of suf³cient attention to the moral element through overem-
phasis on a trans-subjective self. Tanabe’s counter-tendency to relativize
absolute nothingness to historical praxis and to de³ne the true self as a goal
to be striven for rather than as a reality to be awakened to was, of course,
already present in germ in his earlier studies of Kant and Hegel. His logic of
the speci³c brought this tendency, as we have seen, to full µower.

Tanabe’s idea of the self was, not surprisingly, infected with the ambiva-
lent nationalism of which we spoke above. In a series of articles written in
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1939 under the title “The Logic of National Existence,” he melded a critique
of Nishida’s idea of “the self-identity of absolute contradictories” with the
following kind of statements:

The act of self-denial in which individuals sacri³ce themselves for the sake of
the nation turns out to be an af³rmation of existence. Because the nation to
which the individual has been sacri³ced bears within itself the source of life
of the individual, it is not merely a matter of sacri³cing oneself for the other.
Quite the contrary, it is a restoration of the self to the true self. This is why self-
negation is turned to self-af³rmation and the whole unites with the individ-
ual. The free autonomy of ethics is not extinguished in service to the nation
and in submission to its orders, but rather made possible thereby.

This tone continues all the way up until 1943. Almost immediately before his
turn to metanoetics, we ³nd him writing in an essay entitled “Life and
Death”:

In time of crisis country and individual are one; the people dedicate them-
selves out of necessity to the country. To distance oneself from one’s country
means at the same time to destroy the self itself.… On this standpoint, the
self does not live and die, but is put to death and restored to life through God
or the absolute.

The spirit of personal repentance at work in Philosophy as Metanoetics
does not seem signi³cantly to have altered the structure of his dialectical
understanding of the self. What has changed is the focus: concrete history,
which had once provided the central locus for the praxis whereby the self
dies to itself to be reborn and where the ideal of the true self takes shape, is
displaced to the periphery to make room for self-awareness of the ³nitude
of all historical praxis. This belongs to the double negation of the meta-
noesis. On the one hand, it is a repentance of one’s personal failings; on
the other, it is a confrontation with and rejection of the radical evil that
lies beneath those personal failings in the depth of human existence itself.
This rejection is not something that can be achieved by one’s own power,
since that power is infected with radical evil. It can only come about through
trust in the absolute nothingness that encompasses human existence on all
sides. Thus the transformation of the metanoesis is a death-in-resurrection
of the self.

In the context of Tanabe’s idea of metanoetics, the “self” of “self that is
not a self ” is the particular individual that has broken free of everyday
modes of thought and action to attain to insight into the fundamental
human condition of ³niteness and to engage in repentance for its deluded
moral behavior. Given his failure to develop the notion of the true self
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beyond the abstract point of a moral ideal, once this self-negating dimen-
sion of the dialectic of self-awareness (the recognition of the self-power of
the relative being) has been achieved, Tanabe has nowhere to go next but to
appeal to an equally autonomous “other” to invert this negation and af³rm
a new self, a “self that is not a self” (a self reliant on the Other-power of
absolute nothingness). In retaining the importance of the transformed self,
he concurs with Nishida but departs from Pure Land doctrine. At the same
time, he differs from Nishida’s idea of self-awareness, in which the self does
not become something else from its everyday self but only becomes aware of
a different mode of being. As Nishitani remarks, “ontically so to speak, it
remains the same even though its ontological ground has shifted.” 

In his last essay, Nishida himself makes the point still more clearly, his
references to Tanabe (“people”) having become by this time as indirect as
Tanabe’s to him:

The question of religion lies not in what our self should be as an acting being,
but in the question of what kind of existence the self has.… People have fre-
quently attempted to ground the religious demand merely from the stand-
point of the imperfection of the self that wanders into error. But merely from
such a perspective of error the religious consciousness does not emerge….
Moreover, to err religiously is not to err in the purposes of the self, but con-
cerning the place where the self truly exists. Even in regard to morality, the
true religious mind does not emerge merely from the powerlessness of the
self in regard to the moral good objectively conceived, no matter how acute
the feeling is, as long as there lies at the bottom of this moral sentiment the
self-con³dence of moral power. Though it is generally called metanoia, it is
merely remorse over the evil of the self, but self-power still remains.

Tanabe countered by rejecting Nishida’s paradoxical formation of a
“continuity of discontinuity” to solve the problem of the continuance
through time of a true self within the ever-changing everyday self. And he
did so precisely because it seems to him to eliminate the radical forfeiture of
the actual self that he saw as the beginning of self-awareness:

Self-awareness is not the introversion into itself of a self continuing in exis-
tence. There can be no turn inward for a self that continues identical with
itself. Self-awareness is brought about when the self takes leave of this posi-
tion and destroys and erases itself.

With Tanabe, then, it is the deluded self, the sinner ³lled with the dark-
ness of ignorance (avidy„) and passion, that is the self’s true countenance,
both ontically and ontologically. Awakening to the ineluctable ³niteness of
human autonomy can only lead to an experience of the self as not a self—
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that is, as a self that can no longer rely on the self-power that de³nes it as
self. To realize the ideal of a self that is not a self requires an Other-power,
the awakening to which does not dispose of the self’s ³niteness and yet
somehow reaf³rms its existence and its relation to other relative beings.

Where Nishida’s “true self” pointed to an original state of awareness
that can be cultivated by transcending the work of discriminating con-
sciousness and the realm of being that it constitutes, Tanabe’s ideal self is
cultivated through an awareness of a radical relativity and the futility of
reliance on its own powers. For each, the “self that is not a self” rests on
absolute nothingness. For Nishida, nothingness is experienced as a seeing in
which world and subject are one—de³ning each other, creating each other,
erasing each other. For Tanabe, in the end, it is experienced as an absolute
mediation in which all relationships between the subject and the world,
between one subject and another, are seen to belong to a history whose
rhythms transcend those of our own willful praxis.

45 a synthesis of religions. After his ³rst full-µedged
experiment with Shin Buddhist categories in Philosophy as Metanoetics,
Tanabe’s attention remained focused for the rest of his life on developing a
“philosophy that is not a philosophy.” The absolute critique he considered
to have been more or less accomplished in that book. What remained was to
clarify the transition from philosophy to religion.

Tanabe had always drawn the line between the two bolder than Nishida
had done, never to separate them but only to keep their tasks distinct.
Indeed, as we saw in discussing his logic of the speci³c, religion was always
in some sense a ful³llment of philosophy for him. The connection remained
a rather abstract one for him, however, with the result that he tended to
absorb religion into philosophy, as we see in a lengthy 1939 commentary on
Dõgen’s Shõbõgenzõ. The work concludes where it began, in the assumption
that philosophy differs from religion in that philosophy reaches the ultimate
through the mediation of religion whereas religion reaches it directly. But in
his actual attempt to locate the core of direct Zen experience and allow it to
mediate reality to philosophical understanding, he ended up—as D. T.
Suzuki observed—doing the opposite, trying to squeeze Zen out of his phi-
losophy rather than the other way around.

To some extent the Metanoetics corrected this and restored religion to a
position of being able to criticize philosophy. Perhaps his clearest statement
of where he intended to take philosophy in his late years appears in a ser-
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pentine sentence in the ³nal supplement on religion to his Introduction to
Philosophy of 1951:

Religion by nature does not, like philosophy, pursue the relationship between
relatives from the side of the relative until in the end it arrives at the absolute,
but immediately and from the outset entails a process in which the relative is
acted on by the absolute—in religious language, receives revelation, or, put
the other way around, a process in which the absolute itself reveals itself, that
is to say, makes itself apparent to the relative—and through that process
assumes a standpoint from which the relationship between the absolute and
the relative does not proceed, as it does in philosophy, through thinking and
rational argument but is directly and with certainty disclosed to us.

The tone of the remarks makes it clear that he sees religion as pointing to a
defect in philosophy, namely, that it does not end in an awakening to real-
ity. And in fact, what takes place in his thinking after the Metanoetics is pre-
cisely that the orientation of philosophy itself comes to embrace that of reli-
gion, so that philosophy is no longer directed simply toward the absolute
but includes movement from the absolute to the relative. It is wrong, he
judged, to think that religion is simply tacked on to the philosophical pur-
suit. It has transformed it.

In other words, his understanding of the implications for philosophy of
the idea of the self-awareness of absolute nothingness had at last broadened
to the full reach of Nishida’s understanding, different though the results
were. In general, Tanabe seems to have felt the shadow of Nishida lift and a
greater af³nity in old age to the most important philosophical inµuence of
his life. 

During the composition of the Metanoetics Tanabe’s eyes were opened
to Christianity in a way they had never been before. His 1948 book, The
Dialectics of Christianity, carries this a step further. As he writes there, Chris-
tianity is in need of a “second reformation” because the lifeblood of the
original experience that had once enlivened it had dried up and left only an
empty shell. This shell could in turn become the seed of a new Christianity,
but to do so, Jesus’ preaching of the Kingdom of God would have to replace
the soteriology of St. Paul, keeping only the idea, in demythi³ed form, of
the death and resurrection of the individual in Christ. The reformation itself
was something that would have to take place within Christianity itself,
under the full weight of its tradition, not in the heads of philosophers or the
free-thinking imaginations of non-Christians. But its effects would reach
much broader, allowing it to be appropriated by well-meaning people
everywhere. What he meant by appropriation was not any form of of³cial



af³liation with the faith, but a creative symbiosis with Buddhism, and even
Marxism, which was the dream of Tanabe’s late years. 

Leaving aside questions of the validity of Tanabe’s interpretations of the
world religions he sought to synthesize, the main contours of his project
become apparent in the structure of his next book, Existenz, Love, and
Praxis. From this point on, what had already been implicit in earlier writ-
ings becomes clearer, namely, that Tanabe felt an af³nity for Christianity so
great that at times it was greater than that he felt for Buddhism. It is in this
sense that he had remarked in the ³nal pages of The Dialectics of Christianity
that he considered himself a werdender Christ. Earlier it was the commit-
ment of Christianity to mediate itself through moral engagement with his-
tory that had attracted him, and in fact we see this repeated in his applica-
tion of Jesus’ teaching on repentance to a religious view of society in that
same book. But in general it was Jesus the teacher of love and rebirth
through dying to self, who appealed to Tanabe, not the moral teacher or the
resurrected, eternal Christ of Pauline theology. Be that as it may, his aim
was not to make a comparative study of the relative merits of various reli-
gions or theological positions, but to ³nd a religious position that would
synthesize what is best in Zen, Pure Land, and Christianity. 

His hope of a uni³ed religious philosophy combining these three
seemed, curiously, to bracket his insistence on the speci³c as the immediate
mediator of historical experience and understanding. It is almost as if he
had swung to the opposite extreme from identifying the nation as the
supreme form of historical speci³city. While there he had glossed over the
irrationalities of religion in the speci³c in order to stress its salvi³c dimen-
sion, here he practically ignores the speci³c altogether in order to focus on
the rational dimension of the religions he wants to synthesize.

His omission of Shinto from the picture, striking to us today who view
it as a religion proper to Japan, is not hard to understand. For one thing, his
interest was in the doctrinal content of historical religions, not in their ritual
or myths. Lacking such a clear doctrine or studied interpretation of its
founding myths, Shinto fell wide of the reach of his project. Along with this
one cannot discount the fact that Shinto had been expropriated by the state
to serve its military ideology, which in effect had raised it beyond the reach
of rational critique. Tanabe was not about to tangle himself in the question
of what meaning Shinto might have freed from that recent history.

The synthesis that Tanabe had in mind was not based on the fact that all
religions have a common source, and certainly not that phenomenologically
they showed common, archetypal patterns. But if all things in the world and
in consciousness mediate one another, if by nature they collaborate, sympa-
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thetically or agonistically, in one another’s identity, then obviously the same
should hold true of religion. Insofar as he understood religion as a function
of self-awareness, it was enough for him to draw attention to the points of
sympathetic contact, the touchstone of sympathy being their ability to
enhance awareness of Existenz, love, and praxis. What the consequences of
this contact might mean for the purity of tradition of any particular religion
or the development of its doctrine simply did not concern him. It was only
the consequences for the self seeking to appropriate in awareness the truth
of the historical religions that occupied him.

The reason Tanabe chose Existenz, love, and praxis as the meeting point
for religions is that they represented to him the necessary conditions for the
religious self-awareness to which the historical religions have ³nally to
answer. Existenz represents an awakening to the element of human ³nite-
ness that characterizes the self as it is (the self in-itself). Love represents an
awakening to the mediating work of the power of absolute nothingness that
af³rms the self in its freedom to be other than it is (the self for-itself). Praxis
represents the enlightened action of the self that has let go of itself and
hence begun to realize its potential (the self in-itself and for-itself). Together
these three ingredients make up the ³nal aim of the philosophical task, and
make it clear that the “philosophy that is not a philosophy” is so called
because it is a “deliberately religious” philosophy.

Behind this description, it may be observed, one sees a tripartite model
of ³nitude, mediation of Other-power, and life-in-death that had been
developed in the Metanoetics and is repeated so often in Tanabe’s late work
in any number of different forms of paraphrase. For example, we see it at
work in his idea of “turning to logic what there is of myth” in religion. This
includes not only the Pure Land myth of the bodhisattva Dharm„kara, but
also the Christian myth of the kenõsis or self-emptying of God in the histori-
cal Jesus. The dialectic common to both of them is one of self-descent
(annihilating the self) and self-ascent (reaf³rming the self), or of death-in-
life and life-in-death. In each case, the religious person, “the subject of sin,”
dies the death of despair over its own ³niteness and is restored to life
through an absolute conversion to the in³nite power of absolute nothing-
ness, God or Other-power. 

A second pattern, based on the idea of nothingness-in-love from the
Metanoetics, evolved in the form of a triunity of God-in-love, love of God,
and love of neighbor, God being freely replaced with nothingness as the occa-
sion demanded. This appears commonly in his late works as a way to sal-
vage his earlier goal of combining socialism and democracy to form a social
structure in which Japan can commit itself positively to sociohistorical

174 Philosophers of Nothingness



praxis and promote the cause of peace throughout the world. In an essay
entitled “Christianity, Marxism, and Japanese Buddhism,” Tanabe describes
his understanding of the content of religious self-awareness as just this sort
of nothingness-in-love that mediates the whole of our existence as relative
beings.

What survives of his interest in Marxism is the religious dimension. He
had long felt that there was a kind of spiritual eschatology in Marx’s think-
ing that Marx himself never let surface. Now he sees that the socialist ideals
of solidarity among people and the liberation of religion from superstition
can serve his dialectics of love. Concretely, philosophers form themselves
into a kind of “classless class” to help Marxists see the positive role of reli-
gion as liberating people from the sel³sh preoccupation with their own sal-
vation on the one hand, and on the other to represent to capitalist self-inter-
ests the scienti³c and theoretical social value of Marx’s ideas. This class
functions like a kind of “speci³c society,” but unlike the ethnic race, which
is the source of the irrational, closed society, it would be free of the attach-
ment to race and aimed at opening up society to the wider world. While he
saw that this may seem to dilute the notion of the speci³c by making it
apply to any grouping whatsoever, it is in fact a necessary step to show that
the individual need not confront the speci³c alone to mediate the universal,
but can do so in communion with other like-minded individuals.

46 a dialectics of death. In his very latest writings,
we see Tanabe’s reform of philosophy not only incorporating the religious
dimension more basically but also turning back to restore to philosophy the
breadth of scope he had denied it previously. He had always thought it in
the nature of philosophy “to try to think about reality in such a way as to
leave nothing of reality out of the picture.” Still, there were two elements he
had neglected, aesthetics and a philosophy of life. These come together only
at the end of his life with his turn to what he called the dialectics of death.

Already from his days in Germany, we will recall, he had been attracted
to Heidegger’s idea of a “phenomenology of life” and had every intention to
follow up on it after returning to Japan. In fact he did not, but in an ironic
twist he comes back to it in old age through a critique of Heidegger in order
to advance his own alternative—a philosophy of death. 

In the ³nal section of Existenz, Love, and Praxis Tanabe takes a ³rst step
towards converting philosophy to the Socratic ideal of “practicing death.”
Taking examples from the life of Jesus and the Zen samurai ideal, he shows
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how the death—or ³nal negation—of the self in which one “lets go” of the
self or removes it from the world of life and being to “make it nothing”
turns out to be a mediation (a skillful means, hõben) for coming to the
af³rmation of a new life. In this way he brings together strands from his ear-
lier writing to develop a dialectic of death-in-life and life-in-death that
becomes the ³nal touchstone of religious self-awareness.

Without abandoning his ³nal goal of a universal love that synthesizes
Christian love and Buddhist compassion, he rethinks love in terms of death.
Zen Buddhism is given a special role to play in this reconsideration:

If there is any philosophy that can save us today, it can only be a dialectics of
death. This is my suspicion. Is not the way to pry open the dead-end to
which western thinking leads none other than the eastern thinking of Zen?

The idea of death-and-resurrection he had applied in the Metanoetics is,
of course, present here, as is his ³nal vision in that book of a communio
sanctorum. But both these ideas were like half-³lled vessels completed only
by his own experience of facing death—³rst the passing of his wife in 1951
and then his years of living and writing with her image in mind. “In his dia-
logue with his deceased wife,” Nishitani recalls, “it is as if Tanabe felt a
world open up in which the realm of life and the realm of death interpene-
trate.” The task of philosophy broadens to unite the world of the living and
the world of the dead.

His most important essay on the philosophy of death is framed as a
contrast with Heidegger’s “ontology of life.” Death, he claims, is more than
the gloomy shadow that contingency casts over the things of life—which
Tanabe sees as particularly real today, given the threat of nuclear holo-
caust—but this is where Heidegger stops. It is that, of course, indeed it is the
clearest “representative of our exposure to contingency.” But death is not
something that comes into life from the outside. It is, rather, the other side
of life and needs to be remembered as such for the two to mutually convert
one another. Otherwise the fact of impermanency ends in mere nihility.
Metaphysically, the “dialectical conversion” he has in mind is nothingness-
in-love, the activity of absolute nothingness. It is not deduced as a principle
from the fact of the relativity of being. Nor is it a mere heuristic invention,
as Kant had seen immortality to be, believed in because it helps us focus on
the business of life. The conversion has to be “practical,” something that
entails the awakening of the individual at the very point that one’s trust in
life experiences collapses. Tanabe speaks of this conversion as a “frustration-
in-breakthrough,” that is, as something that opens up from the very midst
of confrontation with one’s limits. He calls it an epiphany of absolute noth-
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ingness in the world, drawing us beyond frustrations and death to a rebirth
in new life. The practice of this dialectics of death is therefore an “existen-
tially collaborative awakening to death-and-resurrection.” 

Tanabe continued to work Christian vocabulary freely into his argu-
ments, but one should note two important quali³cations here. First, insofar
as the Christian God is absolute being, it is also a principle of life believed to
envelop absolute nothingness. As a result, “Christianity cannot be expected
to take a radically dialectical stance towards death.” Second, he viewed the
death and resurrection of Jesus always in a nontheological, demythi³ed
sense. He recognized, of course, that belief in death-and-resurrection has
been central to Christianity ever since Saint Paul. But he makes it clear that
it is not for him a question of a metaphysical statement about a direct and
objective experience undergone by the person who dies, but a mythical rep-
resentation of something indirectly experienced by the living.

In this regard, he speaks of the practice of death as a collaboration of the
living with the dead: “bound to the dead in love, the living work through
them.” He calls this collaboration a “radicalization of absolute nothingness”
and a “sympathetic crossing of paths” that takes place in self-awareness. He
likens it not only to the Christian idea of the communio sanctorum but also
to the Mah„y„na way of the bodhisattva. Even as he tries to distance himself
from the transcendent God of Christianity, one can hardly fail to recognize
the echoes of the Pauline hymn of divine kenõsis in the background of
Tanabe’s paraphrase of the bodhisattva ideal:

While preserving the condition of being able to become a Buddha, of his own
he puts own powers in abeyance and does not rise to those heights but stops
at a state lower than a Buddha, takes his place among all living beings, and
thereby gives himself over to the salvation of them all.

Elsewhere he even expands this idea of personal renunciation for the salva-
tion of others to cosmic proportions along the lines of Leibniz’s idea of
monads, removing all traces of a pre-established harmony and replacing it
with the Kegon Buddhist idea of harmonious collaboration expressed in
terms of a “collaborative realization of the love that symbolizes absolute
nothingness.”

It is in the midst of his efforts to turn philosophical thinking around the
relationship between love and death that he attempted to introduce the aes-
thetic dimension through a book-length commentary on Stéphane Mal-
larmé’s posthumously published experimental poem, “Un coup de dés
jamais n’abolira le hazard.” Ten years earlier, in 1951, he had written a still
longer work on Paul Valéry, in whose blend of aesthetics and social philoso-
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phy he had found himself in strong agreement. It was through reading
Valéry’s appreciation of Mallarmé’s poem in the course of preparing that
work that his interest was ³rst drawn to it. Tanabe’s own commentary
would turn out to be the last writing he completed before he died.

The poem’s play on the idea of contingency and the abyss that it opens
up ³ts well his own ideas, as he explains in detail. But what is new in
Tanabe’s treatment is the idea that the beauty of symbolic language can do
something that neither philosophical nor scienti³c language can, and does
this precisely in eclipsing the centrality of meaning. He understood the
poems of the symbolists to share with philosophy the aim of a “negative
mediation of science” in pursuit of what is more ultimate than scienti³c
knowledge. Accordingly, he read them as metaphysical, but as a metaphysics
“viewed from the standpoint of religious awakening.” At the same time, he
found the distinction of the symbolists between “everyday language” and
“pure language” to his liking, and saw the “alchemy of words” of the poet as
coming closer to expressing spiritual sentiments—particularly the dialectics
of death—than the dense obscurities of the transcendentalists. More than
that, he argued that the power of symbols is that they bring nothingness out
of being and draw being into nothingness, and thus serve the dialectics of
death as an idiom of negation of being (the ascent of õsõ) and at the same
time the reaf³rmation of being (the descent of gensõ). This power of the
symbol he contrasts with mere “expressions” or “signs” whose focus is life
and yet which miss the whole of reality by presenting only a part, either
drawing out the nihility of existence or turning nothingness into an idol that
eclipses the world of being. 

Given developments in symbolic theory at the time Tanabe was writing,
his results are not very remarkable, nor his language very precise. Still, this
seems to be the only place that any of the Kyoto philosophers takes up the
question of the function of mythical and symbolic language in a way that
does not simply absorb it into their existing categories. For that reason
alone, it merits mention, if not further commentary.

In 1972, ten years after Tanabe’s death, the celebrated theologian and astute
commentator on Nishida’s philosophy, Takizawa Katsumi, noted that the
logic of the speci³c and the dialectic of absolute mediation had been com-
pletely forgotten, that not even in Kyoto did one hear talk any longer of
Tanabe and his philosophy. His own suggestion is that Tanabe’s lean
towards nationalism and totalitarianism is at fault. Still, he concludes:
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But anyone who takes the trouble to plow through his prose will realize that
the aims of that philosophy and the sentiments of that philosopher disclose
an unexpected depth and touch on the most fundamental questions of our
own day.

Had there been no clash with Nishida by a disciple of Tanabe’s intellectual
stature, it is arguable that there would be no Kyoto school as it is known
today, and knowledge of Nishida’s thought would not be as advanced in the
west as it is. This is so not only because of Tanabe’s own writings but
because of the position in which they put the leading disciple of the next
generation, Nishitani Keiji, who could not follow Nishida without coming
to grips with Tanabe’s critiques and unique contributions.

tanabe hajime     179





Nishitani Keiji
(1900–1990)





47nishitani’s life and career. Nishitani Keiji was
born on 27 February 1900 in a small town in Ishikawa Prefecture on the
Japan Sea. He did most of his pre-university schooling in Tokyo, where he
lived alone with his mother after the death of his father when he was four-
teen. Ill from the same tuberculosis that had killed his father, he failed the
physical examination on his ³rst attempt to enter the prestigious Daiichi
High School. Since he had the highest grades in his class, the humiliation of
this weighed heavily on him. After a period of recuperation on the northern
island of Hokkaidõ at age seventeen, he waited the year out to try again, and
this time passed the examination. While waiting, he took some comfort
from the novels of Natsume Sõseki, where his attention was caught by refer-
ences to the Zen state of mind. This led him to reading what he could ³nd
on Zen, where he met the writings of D. T. Suzuki. 

Once in high school, he found himself liberated from concern over
grades and read widely outside of the of³cial curriculum. The works of Dos-
toevsky, Nietzsche, Ibsen, Emerson, Carlyle, and Strindberg, as well as the
Bible and St. Francis of Assisi, were among the books that captured his
young imagination. During these years he chanced on a copy of Nishida’s
Thought and Experience in a bookstore and this piqued his interest in philos-
ophy. As graduation approached he had to face a choice on a future career.
Though on track to enter Tokyo Imperial University’s law department and
from there proceed along to the higher echelons of a government post, he
had no interest in this. Three choices lay before him: to enter a Zen temple
and become a monk, to pursue his interest in philosophy, or to join a
newly-begun utopian community called “New Town” founded by the liter-
ary ³gure Mushanokõji Saneatsu. He chose to read philosophy in Kyoto
under Nishida, completing the course with a thesis on Schelling, a work so
dense that legend has it Tanabe himself had to read it twice.

After graduation in 1924 he taught philosophy at local high schools for
eight years, and in 1928 assumed an adjunct lectureship at Kyoto’s Õtani
University, which he retained until 1935. During this time he kept up his
interest in Schelling by composing a number of essays and by translating
two of his works into Japanese, An Essay on Human Freedom and Philosophy
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and Religion. Already at this time he showed a wide-ranging interest in a
number of philosophical questions, publishing essays in leading philosophi-
cal journals on such topics as Kant’s aesthetics, idealism, religious feeling,
the history of mystical thought, and Plotinus. In 1932 he was appointed lec-
turer at Kyoto University, the same year that his History of Mysticism was
published, establishing his reputation in academic circles. Three years later
he was promoted to associate professor. During these years his publications
focused for two years on Aristotle and then turned to philosophical anthro-
pology under the inµuence of Dilthey’s ideas. The majority of his work,
however, focused on religion and the religious dimension of existentialism.

Though he took well to philosophy, it did not entirely satisfy him, and
he found his interest in Zen revived. Four years after arriving in Kyoto, in
1936, he traveled to Kamakura with a letter of introduction from D. T.
Suzuki to practice Zen under Furukawa Gyõdõ at Engaku-ji, but returned
after a week to be with his wife for the birth of their second child. In the fol-
lowing year he took up practice at the temple of Shõkoku-ji under Yamazaki
Taikõ, since it was close to his home. It was then, for the ³rst time, that he
says he understood what Nishida means by “direct experience.” He contin-
ued his practice with Yamazaki for twenty-four years, interrupted only by
the two years he spent studying abroad. In 1943 he was given the layman’s
name of Keisei, “voice of the valley stream.” Zen became a permanent fea-
ture of his life, though not initially of his academic interest. Rather, it was a
matter, as he liked to say, of a balance between reason and letting go of rea-
son, of “thinking and then sitting, sitting and then thinking.”

At the age of thirty-seven he received a scholarship from the Ministry of
Education to study abroad under Henri Bergson, but the aged philosopher’s
failing health made this impossible and Nishitani was allowed to go to the
University of Freiburg instead, where he spent two years studying under
Martin Heidegger, who was lecturing on Nietzsche at the time. While there
Nishitani himself prepared and delivered a talk on Nietzsche’s Zarathustra
and Meister Eckhart. On returning he wrote long essays comparing Japan to
modern Europe and on German mysticism. Regarding these latter, as he
would later recall, he was convinced at the time that “in the mystics the
conµuence and union of religion and philosophy reached a high point.” 

With the war in Japan in full swing, Nishitani, as a bright light among
the young thinkers of the Kyoto circle, was drawn into questions of political
ideology, even as he pursued his interests in religious questions. He did not
resist, hoping—as his teachers Nishida and Tanabe encouraged him to
hope—that his ideas would add something important to the small chorus of
voices resisting the irrationalities of the prevalent ideology. A voracious
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reader, he was at his best when determined to appropriate what he read into
his own inner existential questions. The detour into questions about the
cultural, ethnic, and historical identity of contemporary Japan, even where
not directly political, were determined by an ideological context outside that
inner quest, and seemed to distance him from his native gifts. Ironically,
Nishitani is at his most abstract and unappropriated—and I would add at
his least perceptive—when he is dealing with public or social issues.

Like Tanabe, and unlike Nishida, he had tried to think out the founda-
tions of a political philosophy from early on, as an essential part of philo-
sophical reµection. His ³rst extended attempt at a philosophical position, a
volume he called A Philosophy of Elemental Subjectivity, shows him weaving
all the main elements of a position together from an epistemological foun-
dation. But his heart and soul were not in the most political of the sections
of it, and one senses a certain relief when he was ³nally able to shake free of
these questions.

At the age of forty-three he assumed the principal chair of religion. Not
unlike others of his day, he had dif³culties with the wartime Ministry of
Education, and it was not until two years later, thanks in part to the inter-
vention of Nishida, that he was awarded the doctoral degree with a thesis
entitled “Prolegomenon to a Philosophy of Religion.” In December 1946,
after the defeat in the war, he was obliged to take a leave of absence from the
university, and the following July was designated “unsuitable” for teaching
by the Occupation authorities. Relieved of his position in the university, he
was banned from holding any public position on the grounds of having sup-
ported the wartime government. He intensi³ed his practice of Zen, which
seems to have given him added strength to accept the affront silently and
with tranquility, though not without considerable distress. It was a dif³cult
time for him, and his wife, who would watch him spending whole after-
noons watching lizards in the yard, was afraid he would crack under the
pain. Still, it was during those years that he produced some of his ³nest
works, including A Study of Aristotle, God and Absolute Nothingness, and
Nihilism, all acknowledged by Tanabe at the time to have been “master-
pieces.”

Nishitani wrote later complaining of unjust treatment at the hands of
the ideologues. “During the war he had been slapped on the left cheek and
after the war on the right.” Still, the stigma the Occupation forces intended
did not have the crippling effect one might imagine, both because the purge
itself was so haphazard and viewed with the same distaste as the presence of
the foreign army itself, and because Nishitani took it as an opportunity to
rethink his philosophical vocation. In doing so, he turned his back res-
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olutely from then on against all invitations to draw practical social con-
science into philosophical and religious ideas, preferring to think about the
insight of the individual rather than the reform of the social order.

He remained in Kyoto and continued to write, expanding his interests
in religion and mysticism to include criticisms of the scienti³c standpoint
that opposed these interests. He did not attempt to defend himself directly
against the charges for his expulsion, but two years later published a small
book on Religion, Politics, and Culture. His main concern at this time lay in
the question of nihilism and how to overcome it. The ³rst of a series of
important essays on Nishida and Tanabe, not to be completed for another
thirty-³ve years when they were later gathered into a separate volume,
shows that at the same time he was trying consciously to appropriate what
he had learned from his teachers. These two foci were to set the tone for his
mature work.

Five years after being relieved of his teaching post, at the age of ³fty-
two, Nishida was reinstated in the same chair of religion he had been made
to vacate. Six years later, in 1958, he was moved to a chair in the history of
philosophy, ceding his former chair to the younger Takeuchi Yoshinori.
While continuing his existentialist approach to religion, he also kept up an
interest in a wide variety of cultural issues, as well as a critique and apprecia-
tion of Japanese spirituality. The touchstone for his broadening the notion
of religion seemed to be the relationship of these questions to Zen and what
he had begun to call his “standpoint of emptiness.” Soon after his reinstate-
ment, he was asked to write an essay on the topic “What is Religion?” One
essay led to another, and the results were published in 1961 under the name
of the title essay. This was Nishitani’s masterpiece, and its publication in
English as Religion and Nothingness in 1982 by Jan Van Bragt, a Belgian phil-
osopher who had studied under Nishitani after completing a doctoral dis-
sertation on Hegel, marks an important milestone in the introduction of the
Kyoto philosophers to the West.

Nishitani retired from Kyoto University in 1963 and, as is customary for
retirees in good health, accepted a post as professor at Õtani University in
Kyoto where he had ³rst begun his university teaching. The following year
he was named professor emeritus of Kyoto University and was invited to
Hamburg as a visiting professor. In fact, Nishitani had kept considerable
contact with foreign philosophers, with a solid, if somewhat halting, com-
mand of spoken German and English. Living in Kyoto he was more accessi-
ble than either Nishida or Tanabe had made themselves in retirement, and
he was also more comfortable with public lecturing and with debate with
serious scholars from Japan and abroad. Moreover, he was a popular con-
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tributor to roundtable discussions, and several volumes have appeared of
his conversations with leading intellectuals of Japan.

In 1965 he was asked to serve as chief editor of The Eastern Buddhist, a
journal begun by D. T. Suzuki and published at Õtani University. Between
1964 and 1972 he traveled abroad to the United States and Europe on several
occasions to address international conferences and deliver special lectures.
In 1970 he was awarded the Second Order of the Sacred Treasure, and in
1972, the highest award of the Goethe Medal from the Goethe Institute. In
1982 he was given the Award for Culture Merit. Other awards for scholarly
achievement followed.

In 1971 he retired from his professorship at Õtani University, but con-
tinued to teach there as an adjunct professor. He was named president of
the Conference on Religion in Modern Society that same year, and retained
the post until just before his death. His Collected Works, in twenty-six vol-
umes, began appearing in 1986 and were completed in 1995. He died in 1990
at his home in Kyoto, and on that very day was awarded the Senior Grade of
the Fourth Court rank, Second Order of the Sacred Treasure. The posthu-
mous Buddhist name he was given at his funeral was based on his Zen
name: The layman called the Voice of the Valley Stream, coming from the
west and resounding in emptiness. 

Nishitani’s personal library was donated in its entirety to Õtani Univer-
sity, where a special collection has been set up in his honor. It is composed of
nearly 1,000 volumes of works in western languages and 4,100 in Japanese.

48 nishitani’s philosophical style. Nishitani’s
mature style, as it has come to the west in translation, shows a buoyancy of
expression, a liberal use of the Zen tradition, and a gift for concrete exam-
ples that make it stylistically Nishida’s and Tanabe’s superior. His is the sort
of originality that shows up not only in major innovations of thought but
also in a making intelligible and tangible much of what his predecessors had
left in the abstract. Without Nishitani’s genuine feel for the heart of the
philosophical problems that Nishida and Tanabe were dealing with, and for
their relationship with the fundamental problems of the age, I have no hesi-
tation in saying that the term “Kyoto School” would have little of the cur-
rency it now enjoys.

That said, it took his style some time to reach its best, and even then he
was still capable of writing prose as dense and dif³cult as Nishida’s. In a
roundtable discussion held in 1942 the literary critic Kobayashi Hideo, while

nishitani keiji     187



188 Philosophers of Nothingness

having high praise for the clarity of Bergson’s prose, pointed an accusing
³nger at the young Nishitani as typical of Japanese philosophers’ unintelligi-
ble prose. This was the same Kobayashi who, we recall, had referred to
Nishida’s writing as “weird.” Neither a nationalist nor an enemy of western
philosophy, Kobayashi simply loved his language and wanted it to be treated
with the same respect with which other countries treated their language. In
his words, Nishitani’s essays “lacked the sensuality that the Japanese bring to
their language,” and indeed the style of philosophers in general “give the
impression of total indifference to the lot that has fallen them of having to
write in Japanese.” 

Nishitani’s response was one of a timid recognition of the problem, fol-
lowed by a defense of the project he had inherited from Nishida and Tanabe:

Since we have mainly studied western philosophy, the kind of philosophy we
are doing at present has never been done in the east.… It is extremely
dif³cult to stand within this stream from the west and express our thoughts
in traditional Japanese. We could force that language on our thinking, but
then we would not be understood. It is only natural that we express ourselves
by making new words in Japanese.… We have no giants like Pascal or Niet-
zsche in our ranks, and the fact that the ground is not yet ready for such per-
sons to appear seems to me to be the joint responsibility of literature and
philosophy together.

I cite the words at length because the laying of these foundations is what
Nishitani himself tried to do in bringing Zen poetry, religion, literature, and
philosophy all together in his work. It was not simply the topics that inter-
ested him, but the style proper to each of these topics. In this regard, too, he
is the stylistic superior of Nishida and Tanabe. When he counterpoints the
song of the cicada with the silence of the rocks, when he contrasts the lies of
mechanization and the truthfulness of the natural world, when he depicts
Francis of Assisi feeling the cross of the cauterizing iron on his eye like the
gentle caress of a mother’s hand, his words show an af³nity with what they
point to that engages the reader.

His arguments do not proceed along a straight line, and indeed at times
seem to be going around in circles, but not in the ordinary sense of the
word. It is as if Nishitani were making his way up a circular staircase, where
at each elevation the perspective broadens beyond the “³rst sight” so that
the relative importance of the items in view need to be adjusted again and
again. Even so, it is not an ascent to a ³nal summit of “second sight,” but an
ascent that is itself circular, descending back to the starting point of every-
day experience, which is seen to have been illumined by the insights accu-
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mulated during the circumambulation. Independently of the matter being
discussed, this way of argumentation lies at the core of Nishitani’s philoso-
phy as an exercise in awakening. He was an enthusiastic debater both with
his teachers—he remarks in an aside once that he never debated with any-
one as much as with Tanabe—and his own students. This is probably why,
in late years, he is said to have disliked having his writings published to be
read by people he did not know. His greatest ful³llment was thinking in
conversation with small groups of students.

Nishitani did not share with Nishida and Tanabe the preoccupation
with building a consistent and full philosophical system. His interest was
rather with ³nding a “standpoint” from which he could enlighten a broader
range of topics, or perhaps more correctly, with creating that standpoint by
grappling with them. He wrote essays on classical authors like Aristotle,
Plotinus, Augustine, Eckhart, Boehme, Descartes, Kant, Schelling, Hegel,
Nietzsche, Dostoevsky, Bergson, and Heidegger, and was one of the pio-
neers of the translation of classics of western thought into Japanese, includ-
ing works of Schelling and Kierkegaard. He drew on Asian classics from
Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism and gave original interpretations of a
number of Christian scriptural themes.

One cannot read Nishitani the way one reads Nishida or Tanabe. He
was not struggling to de³ne and rede³ne his working concepts, or to pres-
ent any kind of a body of thought in the ordinary sense of the word. His is
an accumulation of insight. Whatever the particular insights he had along
the way, it was the continual uncovering of the sense of things just as they
are, and the exposure of what we do to block ourselves from seeing them,
that was his focus. He was always looking for the same thing, and once he
found it, he went out to look for it again. The breadth of his interests was
the opposite of the dilettante; the lack of specialization the opposite of the
popularizer. He wanted only to see, nothing more. And while he was gener-
ally tolerant of those pursuing philosophy as a career or a ³eld of expertise,
he refused to be drawn into their world. I have seen this time and again.
Those who knew him better and longer attest to it also.

Nishitani was aware of the overtly religious quality of his writing, much
more than Nishida’s was but close to the later Tanabe’s. He also felt that this
would affect his acceptance abroad, where religious questions are more assi-
duously separated from the philosophical and quickly aligned with the theo-
logical. He felt a closer af³nity with the existentialists—Kierkegaard, Sartre,
Heidegger, Jaspers, in the main—and the mystics—principally Eckhart—for
their insistence on the appropriation of insight, than with scholars of reli-
gion, Buddhalogists, or theologians who aimed at a greater objectivity



toward their subject matter. This af³nity is reµected in the way his own
philosophical style evolved from the purely theoretical to the ever more rad-
ically internalized theoretical. 

As a person, Nishitani is remembered by those who knew him as mag-
nanimous but possessed of an inner strength and an uncanny ability to
strike at the heart of the matter in discussion. Ueda Shizuteru recalls after
nearly forty-³ve years in his presence, “It was almost as if he were breathing
a different air from those around him.” Mutõ Kazuo, known as one of the
major disciples of Tanabe, called him “the ³nest, most remarkable teacher I
have ever encountered upon this earth.”

When Nishitani delivered an address, he would often carry with him no
more than the corner of an envelope or a matchbook on which he had writ-
ten his notes, and then proceed to wind his way slowly into the subject mat-
ter. The impression was of someone speaking from rich resources within,
and no doubt it was that. But in going through the papers he left behind, it
was discovered that those notes he carried with him were simply the ³nal
distillation of several sets of notes for a particular talk that typically begin
with a bundle of papers, are condensed to a few pages, then to a single page,
and ³nally to a couple of lines. It is not surprising, therefore, to ³nd his
published lectures—which comprise no less than eleven of the twenty-six
volumes of his Collected Writings—reading as well organized as they do.

I have avoided the customary carving of the careers of Nishida and
Tanabe into stages because I felt it more important to concentrate on recur-
rent themes as far as I could. In the case of Nishitani, no one has yet studied
his opus as a whole, let alone stage it. In any case, to impose a structure on a
thinking as organic as Nishitani’s was, even if only for purposes of résumé,
risks obscuring what is most distinctive about it. As before, we can focus on
speci³c motifs, several of them signaled by a distinctive vocabulary. With
the exception of his excursus into political ideology, we can describe these
motifs with a minimum of attention to their dating or locating them in the
development of his ideas.

One further caveat is in order. As the years passed Nishitani dealt more
and more with Buddhist themes. Unlike his dealings with western philoso-
phers, which can be referred to without further ado, the Buddhist concepts
need considerable background to understand; and all the more so because
here, too, Nishitani is reinterpreting and rereading in a way that does not
always coincide with received scholarship. In the framework of this book, I
will not make those digressions but take his Buddhist generalizations at face
value and with the simplest of résumé.
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49a starting point in nihilism. Jaspers says that phi-
losophy begins—where Aristotle and Plato had seen it to begin—in wonder
at existence and the desire to know, is clari³ed by doubt, and is confronted
with the ³nitude of human existence itself. Nishitani saw things the exact
reverse. As a child of his age, he saw that the only route to philosophy was
one that began in a nihilistic despair over the human condition, passed on
to doubt over all of existence, and only then ascended to the wonder of
emptiness. This pattern is present already in the essay he wrote on Nietzsche
and Eckhart while with Heidegger in Germany, in which he sees that nihilis-
tic despair is overcome not from without but from within nihilism itself, at
its depths. 

Behind these ideas lay the story of a troubled youth who seemed to have
constellated in his person the anxieties of the age:

My life as a young man can be described in a single phrase: it was a period
absolutely without hope.… My life at the time lay entirely in the grips of
nihility and despair.… My decision, then, to study philosophy was in fact—
melodramatic as it might sound—a matter of life and death.

Whatever other motivations may have been at work in Nishitani’s ³rst dab-
bling in philosophy, the way it disciplined his existential questions, sharpen-
ing and deepening them, is what kept him there throughout his life. Indeed,
the deeper he got into his study of the German idealists and the western
mystics, the more he began to suffer from a psychological condition that he
described as “a great void inside of myself.” The more his thinking matured,
the more distance he felt from life, “like a µy bumping up against a window-
pane but unable to get through,” or like a person watching a blizzard from
behind a window, unable to feel the bite of the snow and wind on his face.
For a period he seems to have questioned the whole validity of philosophy
and the academic life as such. It is not that the dark halls of academia had
cut him off from the fresh air and bright sunshine of the real world, but that
the arti³cial light and comfortable environment of the university shut him
off from the great darkness and anxiety that awaited outside.

As he regained his footing, with the aid of Zen meditation, he did not
simply return to the same philosophical themes but went on to rephrase
them to include the experience of the “bottom dropping out from under
one” and the “conversion” of this experience from a negation of life to its
reaf³rmation. This led to his work on elemental subjectivity and to his reap-
propriation of the mystics, to which we will turn presently. Indeed, the idea
of ³nding a place to stand in full awareness of the bottom having dropped
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out of the ordinary standpoint of religion or philosophy was to remain a
permanent feature of all of his philosophy from that point on, eclipsed
though it was for a brief period by his interest in political philosophy.

Part of the cause of the attraction to nihilistic thinking that cannot be
discounted was the general malaise of the loss of identity among Japanese
intellectuals, who distanced themselves from the common people and the
“native ground of traditional culture” to lose themselves in western ideas
that could not provide them with an identity either. The “I” became, as he
says, ephemeral. During the early years of the war, he was convinced that
the ordinary Japanese still carried in their hearts the traditional spirit, if only
it could be reawakened for society at large. After the war, he grew pes-
simistic in this matter, and this view remained with him for some time to
come, as reµected in comments he made at a 1958 roundtable discussion:

Religion is impotent in Japan. We don’t even have a serious atheism. In
Europe, every deviation from tradition has to come to terms with tradition
or at least runs up against it. This seems to explain the tendency to interiority
or introspection that makes people into thinking people. In Japan… ties with
tradition have been cut; the burden of having to come to terms with what lies
behind us has gone and in its place only a vacuum remains. 

Wonder does not provoke questions of despair, but questions of
despair, if lived through, do provoke a restoration of wonder. Jaspers’s
viewpoint seems to fall in line with the fact that the fall from grace in the
Christian myth is preceded by an original state of paradisal bliss and fol-
lowed by revelations of the divine in history. Pathos is surrounded by won-
der. Nishitani’s cultural background provided no such assumption. One is
tempted to think that, at the same time as he falls into a long line of philoso-
phers of the west, he draws the inspiration for his nihilism rather from the
Buddhism of the East. But this is not the case either. By nihilism he does not
mean the mere confronting the meaninglessness of life to overcome it by
appeal to some religious tradition or outside philosophical system. It is
rather confronting the religious and ethical answers to this meaninglessness
and rejecting them. It pronounces with Nietzsche “God is dead,” and from
that point on begins to deepen. “My basic task, simply put, was to overcome
nihilism by passing through it.”

The history behind these words was one of personal despair, combined
with a reading of Dostoevsky’s novels and of Nietzsche, whose Thus Spoke
Zarathustra he once told me he had carried around with him in his school
years “like a bible,” and to which were added his struggles with the dark,
pessimistic side of Schelling’s philosophy. Unlike Nishida and Tanabe,



whose philosophical starting points may be associated with a certain cluster
of ideas or a distinctively philosophical ideal, Nishitani began in despair,
nihility, and negativity. To this extent his philosophy mirrors language in
having more to say about the dark side of life than the bright, as storytellers
have long known. In this sense, his starting point was not his own but some-
thing close to the human condition itself. But it was ³rst his own. More
than his early struggles with the meaning of life, he saw his whole career as a
promising young teacher of philosophy wrenched out from under him
when he was in his prime. These were the conditions in which his earlier
confrontations with nihilism were brought to a head. Either he passed
through these events in a deliberate and self-conscious form, with all the
reµective tools he had at his disposal, or they would defeat him.

50 elemental subjectivity. Nishitani’s ³rst book,
published in 1940 under the title A Philosophy of Elemental Subjectivity, is
actually a collection of ten essays previously published, and shows the typi-
cal disjunction of such collections. What is interesting is that, rather than
follow the order of their appearance, he rearranges them, with the section
on “Religion and Culture” at the opening, a choice that symbolizes the
direction his thought was moving in already at this early date.

Here we ³nd a ³rst clear expression of what Nishitani understands the
nature of religion to be: the awareness of elemental subjectivity. The term
subjectivity, which Nishitani introduced into philosophy through his trans-
lation of Kierkegaard, ³lls the role that western languages give to the
reµexive pronoun by making it a noun: selfhood, the self, the ego. Later he
will use the term sparingly, though grammar forces us to continue using the
noun forms to describe what he means by self and ego.

By calling subjectivity elemental he means something different from
fundamental; in fact, he means something completely without foundation in
outside authority, divine law, or faith. This subjectivity is the autonomous
reason of the modern world, which he sees containing a contradiction as
well as the dialectic structure to overcome that contradiction. While the
form this takes in the modern world is different, the basic pattern of the
contradiction was something he had already recognized in the western mys-
tical tradition:

The awareness that says “I am I” senses on the one hand a transcendent free-
dom and self-existence that not even God can rob me of.… On the other
hand, “I am I” signals an egoism: one is closed up in oneself, in the isolation
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of being someone particular. And in this isolation lies the possibility for
mooring free choice for good or evil. 

Here Nishitani is as much voicing his own views and experience as he is say-
ing something about mystical thought. In any event, it is just this contradic-
tion that is the goal of his proposed philosophy of elemental subjectivity.
The breakthrough comes in realizing that the ground of one’s freedom and
transcendence that seems to be all one’s own, is not solid ground at all, but
an isolation from life itself and a form of self-deception. And with that the
very bottom seems to drop out of the self. This is the standpoint, he tells us,
he tries to make his own, similarly to the way Nietzsche and Eckhart had
tried. 

Without following his argument through all its twists and turns, not to
mention the convoluted vocabulary he was given to in his early thinking,
the overcoming of the contradiction of elemental subjectivity is achieved by
awakening to the “elemental naturalness” of life itself. As the “bottom drops
out” of the ego, a new subjectivity emerges, naturally and of itself, which is
the fountainhead of religious wisdom, rational understanding, and a natural
life—and with this new subjectivity, the possibility of a critique of culture,
history, and religion.

This latter theme forms the basis of a 1937 essay on “Religion, History,
and Culture,” in which he tries to submit culture and history to a religious
critique. By “culture” he means the culture of autonomy that characterizes
the modern world (the “culturism” that we recall Tanabe had criticized
more than two decades earlier), particularly as it infects religious conscious-
ness. Similarly, by history he understands a historical understanding of reli-
gion that shows up in an eschatological view of time, and that takes the
form of ³deism or an opposition between faith and reason. In other words,
culture and history represent the domains of reason and faith respectively,
whose contradiction religion overcomes in what he now calls “a standpoint
of absolute nothingness” in which the truly elemental and the truly subjec-
tive coalesce. He characterizes the standpoint this way:

(1) Absolute nothingness opposes all things by absolute negation, both ego
and its egoity, humanity and its human-centeredness.… (2) That it is noth-
ingness and not being signi³es that elemental subjectivity can appear as ego-
less.… It is the nothingness that Eckhart called the “ground” of God in “god-
head” in which God is my ground and I am the ground of God. It is the
standpoint of an elemental and subjective unity of God-centeredness-in-
human-centeredness and vice-versa…. (3) As a standpoint that unites the
elemental and the subjective…, only through this absolute nothingness can
one be stripped subjectively of autonomous reason.
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Historical faith, Nishitani asserts, negates the autonomy of reason as
something relative, only to turn around and make itself absolute instead;
just as the autonomous reason of modern culture negates the debilitating
effects of faith on reason in order to set itself up as absolute. Neither of these
negations is absolute, but only relative to that which they are trying to over-
throw. It is the breakthrough—the term is drawn from his extended treat-
ment of Eckhart—of these relative negations into absolute nothingness that
makes possible true elemental subjectivity.

The key here is the idea of the “naturalness” out of which a new subjec-
tivity emerges. The source of this naturalness is life itself, to which the cate-
gories of freedom/dependency, good/evil, reasonable/unreasonable that we
usually associate with human consciousness of the world of being do not
apply. Nor do the ordinary categories of religion and faith. The restoration
of subjectivity from its source means a return to this life in a nothingness
beyond being, in a godhead beyond God.

At the same time, this life does not lie in another world beyond this one.
It is found on what Nishitani calls, using the Buddhist term for life beyond
death, the “other shore” of this very world; or in a paraphrase of Nishida’s
description of reality as pure experience, a “pure practice.” This practice dis-
closes itself as the love innate in life itself. In the process of a conversion to
elemental subjectivity beyond ego, religion shows us “the other face” of
God, different from that of the just lawgiver, the face of indiscriminate love:

On the far shore of justice, of good and evil, there is a standpoint indifferent
to value judgments. It is the standpoint of absolute love, of the nothingness
of the godhead, a standpoint at which a no-self that has left behind its
ground appears. Just as the godhead surpasses God as person, and just as
non-ego surpasses the self as “person,” so does this “love” transcend the per-
sonal.… It is what the mystics called “the naturalness of God.” 

In these lines we see condensed a theme that Nishitani will enrich for the
next two decades and orchestrate as a major motif in his magnum opus,
Religion and Nothingness. We also get a glimpse at how Nishitani took it as a
permanent task to appropriate the notion of God into his thinking.

51 a philosophy for nationalism. Whereas Nishida
had tried to squeeze a political philosophy out of an abstract metaphysic
and only ended up breathing life into the idols he wanted to topple, Nishi-
tani did create a political philosophy, the principal statement of which was a
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1941 book entitled View of the World, View of the Nation. He knew that he
was doing something novel. In his late years he con³ded in a letter that his
book “was the ³rst book that attempted to analyze from a philosophic point
of view the historical reality of the time in terms of world politics—and of
Japan as a country seen from that same perspective.” What he did not know
at the time he was writing his work was that as a result he would be drawn
into discussions of nationalist topics that would contradict, and contradict
mightily, the naïve idealism that had drawn him into political philosophy in
the ³rst place.

The initial motivations for turning to this area were his own, and did
not come in response to any outside request. Three months after beginning
his study abroad in Germany, full-scale hostilities broke out between China
and Japan. He chanced upon a newspaper article in the local Berlin press
which said that “the stage of history was shifting to the Paci³c” and that
“the spotlight was on Japan.” Though having no more than the ordinary
interest in history and politics, he said, the fact of reading this while abroad
caused a shock:

While most Germans looked on the event as unavoidable, given the combi-
nation of the political attitude of China at the time and the overpopulation of
Japan and the de³ciency in natural resources, many of my countrymen just
stood aloof or criticized it from the grandstands.… In letters from Japan I
learned that while the newspaper boys were running the streets screaming
out the headlines, the intellectuals just took it all in with a cool eye. 

For his part, as a scholar of religion and philosophy he could not stand
by while his view of the world was being challenged, and particularly not as
he saw how his German colleagues were debating the issues. Though doubt-
ing he was the right one to take up the question, he felt that he could con-
tribute something. He carried these thoughts back with him to Japan, and
almost immediately began to frame his thoughts.

We might note that during this time he penned a short commentary on
Hitler’s Mein Kampf in which he points out the grave danger of combining
“brutality” and “idealism” with a “totalitarian” view of the nation that
sacri³ces religion, the arts, and indeed all of intellectual tradition to the aim
of preserving a particular race to the neglect of humanity. 

View of the World, View of the Nation is a short but dense book, with a
carefully structured argument. He begins by laying out a number of current
ideas in political philosophy that challenge the liberalist idea of the state as a
“legal” subject. The trend towards increased politicization and control,
which other western historians of his time were writing about as a phenom-
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enon in western nations, seemed to him an inevitable counterreaction to
liberalism. From a fatalistic (he would have said at the time “realistic”),
almost Hegelian, height, he sees the battle between state authority and indi-
vidual freedom as the necessary preparation for a new form of freedom: “a
direct synthesis of thoroughgoing control by the nation and thoroughgoing
freedom… is the fundamental requirement of a modern nation.”

It is the interplay of these two poles that take up the bulk of his book.
He handles it philosophically by speaking of the orientation towards state
control as “substrate” and the orientation towards individual freedom as
“subjectivity.” The essence of the nation is to control by “substrating” the
individuals in a ground of common unity. The essence of individual free-
dom is to appropriate this control consciously and thereby to “subjectivize”
the state. This latter, he insists, is not a mere absolutism that swallows up
freedoms or a liberalism that isolates the individual from the state. His ear-
lier criticisms of Hitler notwithstanding, he then adds: 

For example, movements manifest in mottos like “One million, one mind”
or “Ein Volk, ein Reich, ein Führer” are the perfection of the movement of a
national community in which the self is shaped all the way to the level of the
nation. Here the nation (and hence the community) reµects its will in the
interiority of the individual and thereby raises its own unity to a higher
plane, while individuals recognize the will of the community (and hence also
their own will) within the will of the nation and awaken to the nation within
themselves.

Despite his repudiations of totalitarianism in any form, by reducing the
freedom of the individual to the freedom to appropriate the controls of the
state, Nishitani is clearly tottering on the edge of a justi³cation of just that.
As his argument proceeds, however, it is clear that this is not an ordinary
nationalism, and that it could be perceived as dangerous by the militarists in
power.

The idea he advanced, and which was in fact considered a threat by the
ideologues at the time, was that the subjectivization of the nation’s essence
included an awakening to something that those preoccupied with maintain-
ing the control of the modern state miss: the realization in the minds of its
free citizenry of the nation’s inner drive to open to the wider world. This
latent “globality” as he called it was necessary to overcome the idea of the
modern liberal nation without collapsing into totalitarianism. He called it a
“leap from the subjectivity of a national ego to that of a national non-ego.”
But it is only possible if individuals see that current forms of the state are at
a turning point in history, and see that this transitional time is also a spiri-
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tual task of the individual who needs to undergo a transformation of per-
spective, one that stretches the horizon of “being in the world” beyond
national boundaries. 

Just as the individual ego manifests itself in its true form at the point of self-
negation or no-self,… so, too, the nation attains its true form when it has
transcended its ordinary mode of being and has discovered a new mode of
being centered on self-negation.

Nations can perform this spiritual task only through their individual
citizens. The “standpoint of absolute nothingness” that is required to negate
the self, to transcend history in order to be fully within it, remains the task
of the individual. But it is not the individual locked into the preservation of
private freedoms, but an individual in which “the age of global history as
such comes to awareness of itself as a single body, as a spiritual totality.”

From such a standpoint, he argued, the dark side of the state, its ten-
dency to revert to its “natural, authoritarian roots,” could be replaced with a
resurgence of a more “intense naturalness” in the form of a “moral energy”
to help the nation transcend its present form. Since he was writing a politi-
cal philosophy, however, and not a religious tract, he needed to come to
terms with the ruling ideology. He did this by taking up the Principles of the
National Polity that the Ministry of Education had issued in 1936 as a hand-
book for ethical training, though without mentioning it by name, and
argued his case in that vocabulary. The connections were not lost on the
ideologues who attacked him, he says, for having claimed that the nation
should abandon its self-identity.

The spiritual task, while individual, is not chosen in the ³rst place by
the individual but is presented by history, which he saw at the dawn of a
new age in which the current order was breaking down. The ancient
empires organized on the principle of conquest—a universality that did not
allow for a plurality of individuals—had collapsed to make way for the
modern state that camouµaged its Eurocentricism under the ³ction of a
plurality of individual nations that did not allow for a universality. This
world is now at its end:

That the world no longer has a speci³c center and therefore a de³ned periph-
ery but has numerous geographical centers represents the simplest and yet
the most universal impetus for a new world order.… It is the expression of
the most profound movement in world history, the appearance of the ulti-
mate foundations of world necessity.

The “speci³c center” that could no longer organize the world was
Europe, and the plurality of centers that he saw as capable of doing so was
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“a community of individual nations made up of a plurality of self-suf³cient
and distinct spheres striving for unity.” This order, however, was to be held
in place not by a simple totality of all nations but by blocs of nations form-
ing a plurality of unities. On this basis he justi³ed the Japanese drive to
become the center of a new East Asian order as a necessary defence against
the vestiges of a former Eurocentric colonialization. Japan has a special role
here because of its clear “mark of superiority” among the other nations of
eastern Asia in the strength of its culture and spirituality; this strength will
enable it to live through the chaotic limbo of living between two worlds, the
one passing away and the one coming to be.

The danger that this “promotion of the Japanese spirit in the world at
large” (he uses the same words as the slogan being touted by military sym-
pathizers in the mid-1930s) would end up simply imposing what is speci-
³cally Japan on other nations, he felt, could be overcome by the cultivation
of a new “ethos” whose model he found in late-Edo and early-Meiji Japan,
where religious belief was tied to religious devotion to the emperor and
patriotism. He argues that this ethos arises from a distinctive fusion of prac-
tice and insight long cultivated in the east, engaging tradition rather than
setting it aside as the scienti³c rationalism of the west does. It is at once “the
pride of Japanese culture” and a stimulus to other countries to take pride in
their own cultural achievements.

The implication here is that religion has a role to play in politics, and in
the ³nal chapter of the book he says in so many words that “the concentra-
tion of all life and culture in the life of the nation” is something good for the
nation and for religion itself. Although he quali³es his enthusiasm with a
reminder that the heart of religion belongs to the individual and therefore
cannot be made to coincide with public life, still, insofar as the fundamental
task of religion is the overcoming of the private ego, “there is a healthy rela-
tionship between religion and politics at the point where the return to the
‘public’ takes place through an obliteration of the ‘private’.” 

He goes a step further to argue that traditional mythology has a role to
play, despite the attempts of modern rationalism to relegate it to a relic of
the past by expropriating it entirely into the realm of academic study. At the
same time he is concerned about efforts in Japan’s native Shinto to move
from “myth into history,” a danger we will recall that Nishida also objected
to. To do so is to put it on the same plane as the irrational tendency towards
a racial ethics based on Blut und Boden or towards political totalitarianism.
Nishitani saw both of these as a kind of historicized mythology meant to
counter the rationalizing of morality that leads to philosophies of a “moral-
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ity of universal human nature” and to the imposition of political theories of
liberalism and democracy.

Insofar as religious institutions produce doctrines they become objects
of learning, Nishitani argues, but at the same time they create a certain
imperceptible but deep gap between religion and the religious demands of
ordinary people, which weakens the doctrine. Religion needs to mediate its
doctrine through a positive concern with ethics, though always in a relation-
ship of negation-in-af³rmation, since religion as such by nature transcends
both ethics and doctrine and is, in the end, “the only force that can eradicate
the deepest roots of our self-centered ego.” 

He concludes his book with a statement that Christianity and Buddhism
share the magnanimous ideal of a subjectivity of non-ego:

If we can repossess and preserve this great heart in the midst of the growing
tribulations of the present, it may become the core of a religious doctrine
directed to our age. In its education system the nation teaches learning and
expounds morality. These things are necessary for the life of a nation, but
they also depend on religion not simply turning its back on that necessity but
going on, from its own standpoint, to supplement them with its own teach-
ing about this great heart.

During the war Nishitani was aware of the social implications of his
work as never before. He knew that his remarks on Shinto and globality
within the nation were scrutinized by the powers that be as well as those
opposed to those powers. The special police watched his house; the army
was suspicious; the Marxists were unhappy. His interest in world philoso-
phy—something that had all along been obvious and easy to defend on
intellectual grounds—had become a social issue. The very notion of a
worldview was suspect of blasphemy against the land of the gods. The idea
that Japan belonged to a larger world was rejected in the program of mili-
taristic education of the day. Aware that the young were reading their
books, Nishitani and others of the Kyoto circle published in specialized
journals, and by 1943 and 1944 were avoiding mainline publishers altogether.

52 historical necessity. In September 1939, Nishida,
then in retirement in Kamakura, was paid a visit by Captain Takagi Sõkichi,
an of³cer in the research division of the secretariat of the Department of the
Navy. The purpose of the visit was to request the support of academics of
the “Kyoto school” in helping the Navy stem the escapades of the Army,
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which was headed for a war with the United States that it could not win.
Recognizing the hollowness of the ruling slogans of “all the world under one
roof,” and “East-Asian Coprosperity Sphere,” he broached the subject by
asking for advice regarding what intellectual and political ideals might be
employed to give these slogans a richer sense, one that would appeal to
Japan’s Asian neighbors and at the same time draw on both the traditions of
the east and the philosophy and science of the west. As Nishida had already
cooperated, though not full-heartedly, with a previous attempt of the Navy
to set up a discussion group of intellectuals, he felt con³dent of support.

He was not mistaken. Nishida advised him to talk to Kõsaka Iwao but to
be sure to go through Tanabe, who was the central ³gure in Kyoto at the
time. Takagi did just that, and found them both enthusiastic about the plan.
Nishida gave his approval by letter and the faculty at Kyoto approved
Kõsaka’s appointment as an attaché to the Department of the Navy and
gave its approval to cooperation by Nishitani, Kõsaka Masaaki, and Suzuki
Shigetaka (a historian who would also take part in the discussions on over-
coming modernity) in the project. None of these decisions was made public
to avoid drawing the attention of the Army.

This was actually part of a larger project of Takagi’s to set up a “brain
trust” of intellectuals on whom the Navy could count for support against
the Army. While he was at work on this, the Kyoto participants met to dis-
cuss what the form and focus of their contribution would be. Frequent visits
were also made to Kamakura to ask Nishida for advice. It was not until
more than two years after that ³rst visit to Nishida that preparations were
ready for the ³rst of what have come to be known as the Chðõkõron discus-
sions, after the name of the journal in which they would be published. It
took place in November of 1941, less than two weeks before the declaration
of the Greater East Asian War. The following discussions were held in
March and November of 1942.

The ³rst printing of 15,000 copies, which bore the title A World-Histori-
cal Standpoint and Japan, sold out in no time and had to be reprinted. The
press hailed it as an open-minded debate and young intellectuals were
drawn to it. The Army was not pleased at the reaction it caused and railed
against its “ivory-towered speculations that risked reducing the Empire to
simply one more category of world history.” They pressured the govern-
ment to ban any further reprints and to put a stop to the “Kyoto school”
interventions in the war cause. 

The initial enthusiasm with which it was received underwent a complete
about-face after the war, when it was condemned across the board as part of
the general campaign of fascist propaganda. Even many of the same persons
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who had read carefully between the lines for the veiled criticisms of the
Army and who had privately gloated over the reaction of the ultranational-
ists, were content with dismissing the surface of the text—a habit of think-
ing that was in fact rather common among those who hopped on the post-
war bandwagons to condemn anyone and anything that had led Japan to its
sorry fate. Within ten years some historians were throwing around wild
claims that the young scholars of the Chðõkõron discussions had forged an
“imperialistic philosophy” that had “rationalized ultranationalism with ideas
taken from the philosophy of Nishida and Tanabe, and led the people of
Japan towards war.”

Calmer assessments of the discussions tend to focus on a naïveté shared
by the participants and the most fanatic of their postwar critics regarding
the contribution the Kyoto intellectuals had made, and to argue that attempts
to pour the history of a country at war into the mold of an already formu-
lated philosophy of absolute nothingness at most end up “stumbling into
endorsement” and in any case can hardly be expected to respond to the con-
crete issues involved. “What kind of logic would it take after all,” asks
Takeuchi Yoshimi, “in order for thinking to act effectively on reality? No
one was able to discover such a logic during the war, and no one has been
able to discover one since.” Nonetheless, as important as the context of the
remarks and the currency of the vocabulary is to the text, there are any
number of points at which the text speaks strongly enough for itself, and I
will draw them out lest the judgment of Nishitani’s nationalism look com-
pletely fabricated.

In Nishitani’s contribution, there is less novelty in his ideas than there is
in his attempt to argue that they in fact matter to the situation at hand. But
the leap from a theoretical political philosophy to a practical one is by no
means a simple matter, and certainly not as simple as Nishitani tried to
make it. His strategy, shared by the others, was to offer an alternative history
to the Japan-centered view being force-fed to the nation—“like frogs in a
well” as Nishitani said—as a matter of governmental policy. By taking the
high ground of world history, it was felt, events could be seen in context.
This was the focus of the ³rst discussion. In the second and third, this was
applied to the morality of the East Asian coprosperity sphere and then to the
idea of all-out war itself.

If there was any doubt of the nationalistic side of Nishitani’s political
philosophy up to that time, these doubts are fairly well laid to rest by read-
ing the way the proceedings turn after the outbreak of the Paci³c War. This
is reµected in a preface to the published volume, bearing the signature of the



four participants, which aggravates any attempt to excuse him entirely from
such sentiments:

The quintessence of our esteemed national polity was exalted more and more
in the face of hardship, as it faced hardships with honor, and the digni³ed
mien of the Imperial Army at land and at sea moved the hearts and minds of
the world.… We were deeply impressed by the great bene³cence of the
empire and privately consoled that our discussions had hit the mark as well
as it did.… At bottom there was something on which we stood in full mutual
agreement: the world-historical standpoint of Japan.

There is nothing out of the ordinary in this rhetoric understood as the patri-
otic sentiment of a people at war. But since it was precisely the ideas
upholding that popular sentiment that they were questioning, and doing so
in a deliberately “scholarly” manner, one cannot justify this collapse into
pure sentimentalism except that they were speaking tongue-in-cheek, a
justi³cation no one has seriously offered. One has to assume their sentiment
belonged to an unreµected side of their thought.

This assumption is borne out by the discussions themselves. While it is
true that they wanted to distance themselves from the government ideolo-
gies, both by avoiding mention of things like the Shinto mythology of the
sacred foundation of Japan and by widening the stage of history to see Japan
as only one of the players on it, they were doing so not in order to see the
war effort as a dishonor but to place its honorable intentions in a more wor-
thy philosophical setting. 

They accomplished this philosophically by arguing that Japan had
become a “world-historical race” not of its own choosing but as a matter of
necessity. The question is whether it will assume its role consciously or simply
be led along blindly by fate. If the former, then it needs to combine a sense
of history wide enough to recognize that such necessities do in fact occur—
“a deeper grasp of the great workings going on in the µow of history”—with
a subjective awareness practical enough, constructive enough, to create the
new world order that historical necessity is in fact now calling for.

On this latter point, notice the progression of the argument in the fol-
lowing of Nishitani’s interventions:

Viewed in terms of an I-you relation, Europe’s position towards the problem
of Asia has been one of an exclusive “I.” This is why European consciousness
is now in crisis, while Japan is simply looking to a new world order.…

The idea that only the Aryan race is kulturschaffend while the Japanese are at
the lower level of the kulturtragend is a good indication of the feeling of supe-
riority… of the Europeans at large….
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For Europe, in addition to German history and British history there was also
European history—a world history—that begins from Egypt and Greece.…
Is not the most important thing to cultivate the same kind of historical out-
look for an East Asian history that comprises Japan, the Korean states, China,
and the rest as one world? 

Taken out of context, these remarks would seem to harmonize quite well
with the of³cial government ideology. It is the quali³cations I have left out,
namely the repeated appeal to Japan to act with the demands of world his-
tory taking precedence over self-interest, that drew the ire of the rightists
and the Army against the published volume. This ire was symbolized in the
speech of a ranking member of the Army calling for the Kyoto school phil-
osophers to be rounded up with the Koreans and the American and British
prisoners of war and bayoneted. Hard as it may seem to think of the com-
ments that will follow in the coming pages as counterproductive to the war
effort, we have no choice but to accept the fact that this is precisely how they
were perceived by those at the helm of power. 

53 moral energy and all-out war. Nishitani argues
in the second of the Chðõkõron discussions that accomplishing a unity in
Asia as Europe had done for the west will call for a moralische Energie based
on an idea of nationalism and racialism strong enough to stand up to
democracy, and that only Japan is up to the task. It was Nishitani who intro-
duced the term into the discussions, though it was not until the second dis-
cussion, with the war uppermost in everyone’s mind, that he tried to apply
it concretely.

The summoning of this energy belongs to religion, or more correctly,
adds a dimension to religion that was missing in its focus on the interiority
and the transcendent (although, we might add, one that he himself would
not miss in his later writings):

Traditionally, a religious standpoint means that the past can be revived at any
time. But what is needed at present is a standpoint of religion that will
embrace modern ideas of progress—a pragmatic idealism that will yet resist
becoming an idealistic religion.

Religion, like ethics, remains abstract if not linked to historical knowl-
edge—not the facts of history but the philosophy of history that is the
ground of those facts. Since the effect of this practical ethic extends beyond
Japan, simple attention to local tradition will not do. This is the task of lead-
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ership that Japan needs to awaken to, then: to transmit its moral energy to
its Asian neighbors so that they in turn can recover similar strength from
their own background. It is particularly necessary for China, whose own
spiritual resources have been depleted, to yield to the moral energy of Japan
as a matter of historical vocation:

The most basic issue is the “China-consciousness” of the Chinese as having
always been the center of East Asia and of Japan as having been educated
through the grace of Chinese culture.… The main thing is somehow to make
them realize that Japan is now the leader in the construction of the Greater
East Asia of today, and must be the leader as a matter of historical necessity.
… Only then does it become possible to think of showing moral energy in
East Asia at large. 

This call for the submission of China to the will of Japan is accompa-
nied, at least in Nishitani’s interventions, by a clear sense of resentment
toward the world’s “contempt” for Japan as always playing second-³ddle to
the great civilization of China. Chinese culture had once made Japan strong,
but now it is the science and technology of Europe that backs up Japan. This
train of thought leads him to make what I see as the most embarrassing
statements he makes in the discussion, if not in his entire public life. I cite
the passages at length, the ³rst two from the second discussion, the third
from the last:

I am reminded of something that happened on the ship to Europe. A Filipino
from Shanghai told me that he was envious of Japan, and that the Filipinos
must take in more of Japanese culture if they want their country to become
like Japan. I remember thinking to myself at the time that things are not so
simple. Japan’s spirit has been re³ned through a long historical process.
Before the arrival of European culture, Japan was possessed of an extremely
high spiritual culture of its own, and an extremely vital dynamic was at work.
Since that is lacking in the Philippines, even if they take in the same Euro-
pean culture the effect will be extremely different.

Japan’s population is too small for the construction of the Great East Asian
Sphere.… Is it not possible to turn those among the races of the area with
superior qualities into a kind of half-Japanese? The Chinese race or the peo-
ple of Thailand, having their own history and culture, have a sense of broth-
erhood that inhibits such a transformation. Or again, there are the Filipinos
who have no culture of their own but have had to indulge in America’s cul-
ture; these are perhaps the most dif³cult to handle. In contrast, races that
have no historical culture of their own but are possessed of superior qualities,
such as the Malays.… Well, I am thinking that it is not impossible to take
such a race, or the Filipino Moros (here I am speaking secondhand, but they
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are said to be good also), races of high quality, and from their early years
educate them and turn them into half-Japanese.… This would be one meas-
ure to counter the small numbers of Japanese, and at the same time would
call forth from them their racial self-awareness as well as their moral energy. I
have been thinking of this as one possible plan.

In the case of Korea…, the general idea of a “Korean race” has been too rigid
and inµexible to be of use any more.… Now that Korea has been subjected to
military inscription and what has been called “the Korean race” has entered
into Japan in a completely subjective form, that is, where they have become
subjectively Japanese, the small idea of “race” that has so far been considered
something ³xed now seems to have fused into a larger notion. In some sense
the Yamato race and the Korean race can be said to have become one.

There is no point straining to justify these comments, let alone to see them
as part of Nishitani’s political philosophy. They are unreµected bias pure
and simple, no less banal than if they had rolled off the tongue of one of the
ultranationalists whose ideas the discussions were supposed to be repudiat-
ing. It is not their depth, and certainly not their empirical base, that gives
them weight but the context in which they were spoken, making it all the
harder to suspend judgment in the light of the circumstances.

The ³nal discussion, held eight months after the second, was more dar-
ing than the previous two in that it took up the question of the meaning of
war. In them Nishitani distinguishes himself for his support of the war
effort both in philosophical principle and in fact. As is almost universally
the case with those caught up in war, the claim is made that theirs was “a
different war from all previous wars.” Militarily speaking it represents a shift
from “total war,” which is focused on military equipment and personnel
alone, to an “all-out war” that mobilizes the entire economy, social struc-
ture, and spirituality of a people in a comprehensive state ideology.

Nishitani argued that the very life or death of Japan as a nation is tied
up with the coprosperity sphere, and that the war over the coprosperity
sphere is a war over the end of modernity in Asia or the continuation of
western colonial inµuence. He tidily bundles up Japan’s mission in Asia, its
identity as a world-historical people, the end of modernity, and the engage-
ment of the entire nation as a single unit in all-out war:

Not only is it a matter of the life or death of our own country, but of the life
or death of the coprosperity sphere, that is, of a new world order. Our
nation’s life and death hangs in the balance with it…. In the present war the
consciousness of the people has unfolded into what could be called the con-
sciousness of a world-historical people, the subjective awareness of a people
that it is theirs to decide the order of the world as a whole.… Externally, the
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goal is the reform of world order… Internally, what is called for is a reform
deep in the consciousness of each member of the country.

What we have here is not a conclusion from the discussions but a reiteration
of their starting point, the assumption that they share with the war govern-
ment, not a matter for debate. The discussion’s focus is rather to locate this
kind of war in a philosophy of history. 

Nishitani’s own interventions in this regard are considerable. Basically
there are ³ve points, which I will summarize using his own words as far as
possible, supposing that the citations already supplied should have made
clear enough the manner in which he was expressing himself.

First, the national or racial consciousness that is made manifest in war
between races slides into a support of imperialism or colonialism if it does
not include consciousness of the identity of the new world being shaped
through war, a world that takes in also the enemy nations. This does not
mean simply accepting the self-understanding of other nations as it has
been, but guiding them to a new self-consciousness. To do so requires a
high level of awareness of one’s own subjectivity, in both its ethical and spir-
itual dimensions. This awareness is the “primary essence” of a people that
must serve the political and economic forces of the country as its own spiri-
tual foundation and guide the new world in the making, and to do this it
must appeal to reason. Without it, there is no way to overcome the effects
on Japan’s Asian neighbors of the “ceaseless propagandizing” of England
and the United States, let alone to win their consent to the reality of what is
happening.

Second, political leadership has to provide a clearer overall structure
with more exhaustive regulations—a comprehensive “net in which all the
holes have been ³lled in—so that the freedom and autonomy of individual
citizens are the kind that negate the sort of mere individualism we ³nd in
the west, particularly in the Anglo-American hypocrisy of promising Asian
countries independence “under the cloak of democracy so that they can
keep on exploiting them.” To do so, it must act as a single unit and avoid all
internal schism. Only with such a uni³ed structuring of the nation, “a kind
of Hegelian objective spirit” or a “body working as an organic unit,” can the
truly “creative power” of all-out war come into play.

Third, war gives the opportunity for a “purifying of the spirit” if its neg-
ative aspects can be inverted to create a new standpoint in life that tran-
scends times of war and times of peace. He suggests something along the
lines of a revitalization of the samurai ethic of the unity of “arms and let-
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ters” to “uproot Anglo-Saxon ideas of democracy and human prosperity”
without at the same time falling into mere self-centered totalitarianism.

Fourth, in what may be the single new addition to his own political
philosophy, Nishitani suggests that the democratic nation embodies the
Hegelian subjective spirit while the totalitarian state is the equivalent of the
objective spirit. Japan ³ts in neither, but is rather an “objective spirit as the
expression of an absolute spirit.” This absolute spirit, he claims, was there
from ancient times in Japan and is now expressing itself as the call for a new
world order arising from history itself. This is what makes Japan’s position
“rise above that of other nations.”

Finally, he adds a remark along the lines of a “just war” near the end of
the discussions. Taking Nietzsche’s remark that it is not a good cause that
make a war holy, but a good war that makes a cause holy, he twists its obvi-
ous sarcasm around to a literal meaning. It is usually thought that the
Greater East Asian Coprosperity Sphere makes the present war holy, but he
suggests that the quality of the spirit in which a war is waged, “the goodness
that shines forth from those who shoulder its cause actively and embody it
in their own persons” is what makes that cause truly good. The volume ends
on this note, with Nishitani’s claim that “the war in the seas of Hawai‘i has
reawakened this spirit. We may call it all-out war, but it is also an all-out
effort to enliven that spirit in every area of the nation.” 

54 overcoming modernity. In 1942 a leading intellec-
tual journal in Japan, Literary World, organized a symposium to discuss the
impasse in Japan’s reception of western civilization, under caution that the
participants were to avoid political statements. Published the following year
under the title Overcoming Modernity with a ³rst printing of 6,000 copies,
the work was dismissed in the postwar years as no more than another
expression of the fascist ideology that had led Japan to its distressful state.
But as the problems it took up were clearly of relevance broader than that
exploited by the ideologues of the day, there was a revival of interest which
led to its reprint and reexamination, including the extent to which it
reµected the views of the Kyoto school at large. 

Nishitani, who, at the time was already involved in the Chðõkõron dis-
cussions, was one of the ten of the thirteen participants to deliver an open-
ing paper. For some reason it was not included in his Collected Writings, nor
is any mention made of it in the list of his writings appended to the ³nal
volume. The Confucian scholar Minamoto Ryõen, who had edited a dic-
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tionary of philosophy on which Nishitani collaborated during his time of
exile from Kyoto University as well as others of his works, and who had
transcribed the talks that were eventually to become Religion and Nothing-
ness, concludes his examination of the symposium sympathetically but
³rmly:

There is no denying the fact that Nishitani was a nationalist and that he sup-
ported the war. Still, we cannot leave the fact that he was a universalist out of
the picture… At the same time as he made a case for a “national ethics” in his
presentation to the symposium, Nishitani recognized the pitfall of a national
egoism and argued also for a “world ethic.” 

I do not intend here to detail what Nishitani’s critics have had to say. The
extensive treatment of Tanabe’s critics provided in the previous chapter will
have to suf³ce as a general picture of how Nishitani’s political philosophy
was received. More important is to see, as we have already begun to see, the
difference that his explicitly religious standpoint made to the views that earn
him the judgment that Minamoto and others have passed.

As he states in his inaugural lecture, Nishitani understood modernity as
the result of a historical development that began with a break with the mid-
dle ages, passed through the Protestant Reformation and the Renaissance,
and ended in the emergence of modern science. The relationship between
the individual self, God, and the world that had once given a spiritual base
to culture had shattered, and in their wake religion, science, and culture
have fallen into a state of permanent conµict.

These are all ideas that we had already met in Elemental Subjectivity and
View of the World, and indeed one has to assume that the fact that they were
known was a major factor in inviting him to participate in the conference.
Here he takes them up in much the same context to contrast two views of
the world. On the one hand, there is liberalism, which he sees as a uni³ed
position based on individual rights as setting the limits to the imposition of
a world order; and on the other, a confrontation of the individual and the
world—and hence also of the unity they found in liberalism—found in
socialism, communism, and extreme forms of nationalism. In place of these,
he recommended a new view of the world and of the human person. For
him, the questions were wider than the problem Japan was facing from its
own historical position; these were “problems we share with all of human-
ity.” The new view he suggests gives a special role to Japan based on a rejec-
tion of the liberalist view.

Taking up from where he had left off in View of the World, Nishitani
speaks of the need to construct a new ethic grounded in a religious stand-
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point of absolute nothingness, and from there to stimulate a “moral energy”
among citizens to support a view of nation-in-world and world-in-nation
within which the task of Japan becomes manifest:

It is a moral energy of the nation in which individuals in their respective
occupations wipe out the private and offer it up to the public…. At present,
our country’s national life is being poured into world history, as if pumping
blood into a vein. And at the same time, the fountainhead of our national
life, the ideals that infuse its history, can become leading ideals within the
reality of world history…. If individuals can ³nd their footing in a subjective
nothingness…, from the bottom of the historical world they can awaken to
the opening up of an original religious, or what we may call transhistorical,
world.

Aside from the overtones that talk of “moral energy” had during a time of
war, in comparison with the Chðõkõron discussions, much of the rhetoric
here is tame.

Neither in his paper nor in his comments does Nishitani give any indi-
cation of having done further historical research into the themes he is treat-
ing—leading a prominent Marxist critic to accuse him of being “completely
wrapped up in abstract sermons purporting to give a philosophical grasp of
what is supposed to be overcome.” If he has a unique contribution to the
symposium, it is that he saw the relationship between the individual and the
state as justi³ed only by its contribution to the wider world.

He concludes his paper with a statement that makes his point by what
can only seem to us today a rather clumsy combination of a classical Bud-
dhist statement of moral altruism with a subtle rewording of one of the slo-
gans of the ultranationalists of the day:

Japan today shows a standpoint deeply rooted in the self-existence of the
nation that we can only call a self-negation of “bene³ting oneself by
bene³ting others,” through which the founding ideal of “bringing all the
world under one roof” can become an ideal for history and for the world. In
this way Japan can take a self-af³rmative standpoint that can claim for itself
the authority of a leading nation.

A careful reading of his written and spoken remarks shows that he does
not suggest that traditional Japanese social values, let alone the shape they
took in the current political order based on the emperor system, as they are
can make a contribution. Rather, they need to be relocated in a world set-
ting where they will be tested by ³re. This is an experiment that must be
done energetically because, he seems to imply, what is of world value within
Japanese culture will otherwise be swept along in one or the other current
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de³nition of how a nation should shape itself. His own insistence was that
this moral energy needs to be based on an understanding of what he saw as
the basic religious impulse of the human: to transcend its humanness in the
direction of an absolute. 

The fact that Nishitani’s brand of nationalism was criticized by the
imperialist ideologues angered him. Not that he thought they shared much
in common, but that their way of arguing seemed to him closer to propa-
ganda than to reasonable discussion. He writes in a commemorative piece
on Tosaka Jun after his death in prison, that he was tempted in 1944 to enter
into discussions with the rightists to defend himself, but that Tosaka dis-
suaded him:

The last time I met him was just before he was put into prison…. It was after
I had also been attacked by rightists from behind the shield of the Army.
Even then, journalists of the very magazines that were attacking me would
come and invite me to take part in discussions they were sponsoring. Their
meanness was transparent and I refused to go along with them, but somehow
they had gotten under my skin and I even thought about going with them on
my own and speaking my mind. When I told him this, he stopped me in my
tracks, telling me to give up such nonsense and to have nothing to do with
that pack of mad dogs.

After the war, he complained that Japanese intellectuals had amputated
the debate on overcoming modernity from history in the attempt to hide
the wounds from memory—Kritiker ohne Not he calls them, borrowing a
phrase from Nietzsche. Rather, he says “we must confront the past and
make it our own past.” He did this in a number of essays between 1946 and
1949, during the ³rst years of his removal from his teaching post, and then
stopped. One can only assume that his turn away from the political arena
reµects not so much a loss of interest as a recognition that his own contribu-
tion would best be made by letting go of his animus for his own anguish and
towards the regime that had brought it all about, and turning his thought in
a direction more in line with his own strengths.

55 the religious dimension of the political. Nishi-
tani made a few attempts to recast his earlier political philosophy, to salvage
what he could of its ideas, but then let it go. In a 1946 essay on “Popular
Culture and Humanism,” for instance, he retains the idea of the dialectic of
subject and substrate, but the substrate is now identi³ed as a “principle of
life” that checks the subject’s attempts to de³ne itself on the one hand, while
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on the other it brings “a freedom embodying in³nite possibility” when
brought to awareness in the subject. Or again, for a while the “moral
energy” he had seen as requisite for all-out war reemerges as an innate “spir-
itual energy” that has permitted the Japanese to accept cultural inµuence
from everywhere without prejudice and without being colonized. Even this
use will disappear completely in the end.

When I say he let his political ideas go, I do not mean that he ³nally
thought it best to return to where he had left off in 1940, bracketing the
whole misadventure of the war years as something best forgotten and
retreating to the safer realms of the philosophical clouds. Had this been so,
we would expect him to shy away from any further comment on Japan’s
role in the world, perhaps with an occasional lapsus linguae breaking
through the shield. What we ³nd is quite different. The narrow horizons of
Japan’s role in history are widened and deliberately trimmed of political
ambitions. Its task is no longer aligned with the socio-economic improve-
ment of Asia but with the rescue of the heart of religion from the slow ero-
sion that inattention and the fossilization of tradition were working on it.
Japan’s problem in this regard gradually comes to disclose itself as a world-
wide problem in which Japan’s response is not peculiar to Japan nor is its
contribution advanced from a position of superiority, but as one perspective
on a common concern. It was as if the philosophical ideal he had inherited
from Nishida in the abstract had been appropriated through the experience
of its abuse, not in spite of it. 

A 1958 symposium published under the title The Postwar Intellectual
History of Japan gives us a hint of this struggle for appropriation. In its
course he talks of not having dissuaded his students from accepting military
conscription, and then feeling that a little piece of himself was dying each
time news of the death of one of them reached him. He goes on:

My position was, well, one of cooperation in the war. Of course I didn’t feel
approval for the war from the start, but I considered it a kind of karma to
cooperate. Once the war was going, though, there was something meaning-
less about those deaths.… And yet—I don’t quite know how to put this—
there was a strong sense of a kind of “karma” to it all: If it was meaningless
for the losers, than it was also meaningless for the victors. It was a feeling, if
you will, of “this world.” At the same time, beyond the world of karma, or
perhaps behind it, the presence of those who had died cast a shadow over my
own existence.

This way of thinking about the war, as a religious fact for all involved,
independently of who was right or who was wrong, runs throughout his
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comments in the symposium, and although other participants express their
agreement from time to time it is Nishitani who brings the religious dimen-
sion to the discussion. He speaks of the deep insight behind the ancient cus-
tom of offering Buddhist rites for the souls of all who have fallen, friend or foe.
Just as the fundamental evil of the human condition does not discriminate
between persons, he argues, so, too, our confrontation with it should not. 

In this same vein he notes how the expropriation of the categories of
good and evil by the victors after the war is no less blind than that which
existed on both sides during it. In particular, the “universal values” appealed
to in the name of “God” and “civilization” at the Tokyo war trials were as
“ungodly and uncivilized” an imposition in peace as they were in war. This
imposition is aggravated by the fact that the Christian west assumes that its
own way of apportioning “guilt” is a universal religious pattern, which is
given the lie by the Buddhist preference for the “sorrows of impermanence.” 

The appeal to the religious dimension is only one of the wedges Nishi-
tani uses in the discussions to free the idea of Japan—and more immedi-
ately those among the discussants preoccupied with what is “distinctive”
about Japan—from its localism and open it on to a “world perspective.” In
one passage he complains about the Japanese discomfort at seeing their tra-
ditional arts and religions taken over and practiced in the west:

That the traditional culture of Japan, despite its distinctiveness—or rather
because of it—should be able to have a worldwide quality to it has not yet
dawned on the awareness of the Japanese but is being pointed out from
abroad. We are being opened up by those outside of Japan.… The global per-
spective always seems to slip away when it comes to the self-criticism of the
Japanese.… Having lost our subjectivity, the idea that true distinctiveness can
be truly universal and global doesn’t occur to us, and we think of “the world”
as pointing to an abstract, nondistinct universality.

It is in this context that his remarks on preserving the consciousness of
being a “country,” and even a country with an emperor, despite the aban-
donment of particular political models of “nation” and the “emperor sys-
tem,” need to be understood. It is also the context in which he quali³es his
criticisms of a democracy imposed from without as unacceptable “in princi-
ple” to argue that it needs to be cultivated in Japan hand in hand with the
religious, ethical, and cultural conditions of a Japan that does not share the
history from which the principles of democracy arose.

In later writings, too, his references to Japan, its ancient spirit and role
in the world, completely lose their racial and nationalistic edge. To dismiss
Nishitani summarily for the statements made during the war, with no con-
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sideration of how he got through that position, is a far greater prejudice
than Nishitani’s own prejudices had been. I will cite two examples of his
views on the other side of this conversion of viewpoint, and then let the
matter drop for the rest of my treatment of his thought.

In 1971 Nishitani wrote a short piece reminiscing on his studies in
Europe and how it made him realize for the ³rst time the connection that
exists between oneself and one’s homeland. He is referring here not to any
political or ethnic entity, but to the fact that one’s bodily existence is condi-
tioned by the natural environment, including the food one has been raised
on, and this in turn provides a physical link with one’s ancestors, through
whose blood the environment has passed on its special traits. Though care-
fully worded to avoid any suggestion of a link with the Blut und Boden ide-
ology to which he had consented before, it tries to reappropriate what
remains true in the myth that had been expropriated with such disastrous
effects. Eating his ³rst bowl of rice after a steady diet of Western food, he
was overwhelmed by an “absolute taste” that went beyond the mere quality
of the food:

This experience made me think of the meaning of the notion of “homeland,”
which is fundamentally that of the inseparable relation between the soil and
the human being, in particular the human being as a body.… The vital link
that since time immemorial has bound together the rice, the soil, and those
countless people who are my ancestors forms the background of my life and
is actually contained in it.

One notices the absence of any reference to this experience as distinctively
Japanese, which it surely would have had if it had occurred to him to men-
tion it in the wartime discussions. 

A second example, dating from a 1967 essay, concerns the way he pre-
serves the idea of a special role for Japan in the world. Only the most
wooden-headed of critics would class his words in the same genre as his ear-
lier nationalistic statements:

We Japanese have fallen heir to two completely different cultures.… This is a
great privilege that westerners do not share in, …but at the same time it puts
a heavy responsibility on our shoulders: to lay the foundations of thought
for a world in the making, for a new world united beyond differences of east
and west. 

The passage from his political philosophy to the mature thought that
will leave his mark on the history of philosophy was negotiated through the
struggles with nihilistic thought that took over with redoubled force during
the years after the war.
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56 overcoming nihilism. The problem of nihilism had
already appeared in Nishitani’s earlier writings, but did not become the
focal point of attention until the years after the war. Allusions to nihilism
continued to appear regularly in his writings for a few years after Religion
and Nothingness, but then faded away from his late works. In the midst of
his renewed interest in the subject, he recalls the importance that nihilism
had for his philosophical vocation:

I am convinced that the problem of nihilism lies at the root of the mutual
aversion of religion and science. And it was this that gave my philosophical
engagement its starting point, from which it grew larger and larger until it
came to envelop nearly everything.… The fundamental problem of my life…
has always been, to put it simply, the overcoming of nihilism through nihilism.

The struggle with nihilism that led Nishitani to philosophy also led him
back to his philosophical vocation after the forced exile from his post at
Kyoto University. In both cases, it was Nietzsche and his idea of “overcom-
ing nihilism by means of nihilism” that accompanied him. If Nishida and
Tanabe found their original inspiration in the writings of Kant and Hegel,
Nishitani found his initially in Thus Spoke Zarathustra. Neither the philo-
sophical tutoring he received in the circles of Nishida and Tanabe nor the
inµuence of Suzuki Daisetsu that turned him to Zen undid his early affec-
tions for Nietzsche. Quite the contrary, they matured into a profound
understanding that more or less coincides with the rediscovery of Nietzsche
in the West.

The high point of his confrontation with nihilism was a series of lec-
tures he delivered on the subject in 1949, published later in that year, along
with a short book on Russian Nihilism. As the title we chose for the English
translation of those two books as one volume, The Self-Overcoming of
Nihilism, indicates, Nishitani was not simply concerned with laying out the
contours of western ideas of nihilism, but with trying to ³nd a way to over-
come it, or more correctly to letting it overcome itself—a problem in which
his philosophical concerns and his personal concerns drew together as never
before. 

What is so surprising about Nihilism is that, despite his clearly stated
agenda of seeking a way through nihilistic thinking, he is able to present a
fair and readable account of the authors whom he takes up at the same time
as he gropes beneath the surface of the text for the heart of the matter. His
chapter on Max Stirner’s The Ego and its Own, a work virtually forgotten in
western intellectual history, for instance, is outstanding.
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The conclusion at which he arrives, by a process of argument far too
intricate to reproduce here, is that Europe and Japan show different but
related ways of resolving the crisis of nihilism. In Europe one sees the emer-
gence of a creative, af³rmative nihilism that faced human ³nitude four-
square—a kind of double negative that amounted to an af³rmative. On the
one hand, there is a transcending of the phenomenal world in the recognition
that it is basically void of meaning to sustain itself. On the other, the eternal
world of essences that rises up to ³ll that void is also negated as an inau-
thentic alienation from the pain and burden of having nowhere to stand.
The transcendence of the world is thus returned to the world enriched by
having been robbed of its promise of a route of escape. Finitude becomes
³nal, and the world has to be embraced as it is, as eternal recurrence (Niet-
zsche), as the property of the individual (Stirner), or as the transcendental
ground in nothing (Heidegger).

Japan, in contrast, did not come to nihilism by way of a shaking of the
foundations of its native religious tradition, as Europe had in relation to
Christianity. Instead, it inherited the technological and social structures of
the modern world that had emerged as part of that process of spiritual
upheaval. Granted that it cannot simply inherit at one swipe the wider reach
of spiritual resources within which all of this happened, its only recourse is
to appeal to resources of its own. But the necessary spiritual wellsprings
have all but dried up in the consciousness of its people: 

The West still has the faith, ethics, ideas, and so forth that have been handed
down from Christianity and Greek philosophy…. No matter how much this
basis is now being shaken, it is still very much alive, and one battles against it
only at the cost of ³erce determination. For us in Japan, things are different.
In the past, Buddhism and Confucian thought constituted such a basis, but
they have already lost their power, leaving a total void and vacuum in our
spiritual ground.… The worst thing is that this emptiness is in no way an
emptiness that has been won through struggle, nor a nihility that has been
“lived through.” Before we knew what was happening, the spiritual core had
wasted away completely.

The very source of spiritual strength that a few years earlier he, like others of
his generation, had believed would ³ll up what was wanting in China and
Korea and other countries of Asia, the deep bonds of the Japanese soul with
the spirit of the ancients just within reach, are now recognized to have been
no more than a ³ction of a mass self-deception he, too, had been made to
believe in.

Still worse, he says, is that people do not even realize that all of this has
happened. The self-identity of the Japanese has split down the middle and
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its “moral energy” (he uses the term, but without its earlier enthusiasm) has
drained away almost imperceptibly. The problem, he now sees, is one of
recovering a will towards the future grounded in the past, or what he calls
with Nietzsche, learning to “prophesy towards tradition.”

The study of European nihilism is important in three senses, he con-
cludes. First, it can help us realize that the problem exists in Japan as well,
even if in a different form. Second, it can show us that overcoming requires
that we recall the importance of spiritual depth. And third, it can show us
that tradition must be recovered not by orienting ourselves towards the past
but in terms of the direction in which we are headed. He ends on the pro-
posal that this be done by way of the Buddhist standpoints of emptiness and
nothingness. 

One might suppose that he would immediately turn all his efforts to
take up his own suggestion, given the freshness of the question to the age
and the intensity of his own personal involvement. This was not the way
Nishitani did his best work. One may assume that his experience with politi-
cal philosophizing had made him cautious of rushing head-on to tackle
apparently clear questions as if they were no more than obstacles blocking
the way in the road ahead. More importantly, one may also assume that he
realized that any genuinely philosophical problem needs to emerge from
within oneself more than once and in more than one form before one is
ready to respond to it. The source of the spiraling logic we see in his late
work, it seems to me, lies precisely in a respect for the problem at hand that
supersedes the immediate desire to apply one’s education as widely as possible.

His own approach to the proposal was to return to reµect on the
philosophies of his teachers, Nishida and Tanabe, and at the same time to
rethink some of his own earlier ideas about evil, God, mysticism, myth, and
religion—but always keeping that proposal in sight. Thus, however wide-
ranging the essays he wrote in the following several years, he had the sense
that he was walking in circles, ever smaller circles that would bring him one
day back to the problem of nihilism in a Japanese context. And bring him
back it did, in what was to prove to be the crowning achievement of his
published writing, Religion and Nothingness.

57from nihilism to emptiness. Religion and Nothing-
ness is Nishitani’s masterpiece. It is also a giant step in the advance of Japan-
ese philosophy and religious thinking onto the stage of world intellectual
history. In order to introduce others of his writings, it will be necessary to
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shorten our account of this book and fracture the structure of the whole
into a number of themes, but not without a word about how it came to take
shape.

Nishitani says in the preface that the book began in response to a
request for an essay on “What is Religion?” In fact, the opening essay was
not written but revised from the transcript of a lecture he delivered on the
subject. His answer to the question was not, as the title might suggest, an
attempt to offer yet another de³nition of an already overdetermined term.
Needless to say, by now he was thoroughly disillusioned with the idea of
aligning religion to the construction of a practical ethic for a world-histori-
cal Japan. In reverting back to his earlier concern with religion, he took a
position that drew on, but also was different from, that of both his teachers.
Tanabe had felt that Nishida turned philosophy into religion, while for him
philosophy had its own standpoint and domain independent of religion.
Only by pursuing philosophy to its limits does it self-negate and open into
religion. Nishitani sides with Tanabe in seeing philosophy as a kind of irre-
pressible “absolute insolence.” Its essence is free thought that will, if that
freedom is stubbornly maintained, eventually break through religion. For
Nishida, it was enough for philosophy to explain the world opened up in
religion. Philosophy is thus absorbed into religion and forfeits its own
standpoint. Nishitani began where Nishida had ended, as he says, in the idea
that “religion means to become aware of a unique relationship to the
absolute in one’s self.”

In this return to the primacy of self-awareness, the question of what
religion is became an invitation to examine what has happened to the reli-
gious way of being and thinking in our day, what could happen to us if we
lose it, and what can be done to restore it to its original purpose. To this
end, he felt that a new philosophy of religion was needed, different from the
classical systems of the nineteenth century that had been based on something
immanent in the human individual such as reason or intuition or feeling. 

In the course of laying all of this out, Nishitani quickly found that so
many ideas had come up that he had to add another essay, and then
another, and so on until he had folded into the work a philosophical posi-
tion that, as he says, while lacking the unity of a systematic plan, neverthe-
less aims at a unity of comprehensiveness. Looking back over the work as a
whole, he locates his approach in the history of western philosophical
thought in contrast to classical systems in this way:

In my view, it has since become impossible to institute such a standpoint,
given the nature of the questions that have meantime given rise to the
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thought of the later Schelling, Schopenhauer, Kierkegaard, or even Feuerbach
and Marx, and above all, because of the appearance of positions like the
nihilism of Nietzsche. Consequently, our considerations here take their stand
at the point where traditional philosophies of religion have broken down or
been broken through. In that sense, they may be said to go along with con-
temporary existential philosophies….

At the same time, he dislocates his approach to religion from western phi-
losophy by employing general Buddhist terms and ideas, as well as more
distinctive ideas associated with particular sects such as Kegon, Tendai, Pure
Land, and, of course, Zen:

Removed from the frame of their traditional conceptual determinations, they
have been used rather freely and on occasion… introduced to suggest corre-
lations with concepts of contemporary philosophy.… This way of using ter-
minology may seem somewhat careless and, at times, ambiguous. As far as
possible, it is best to avoid this sort of trouble but it is not always possible
when one is trying, as I am here, to take a stand at one and the same time
within and without the con³nes of tradition.

The initial project of ³nding a way to overcome the nihilism in Japanese
consciousness is the core of the opening essay and of the work as a whole. At
the same time, he honors his commitment to make use of speci³cally east-
ern and Buddhist ideas that would deepen what he had found in western
responses to nihilism as well. Accordingly, we do not ³nd him preoccupied
with distinguishing Japan’s situation but rather with a deliberate attempt to
overcome that viewpoint. Not that he has taken to talking about an abstract,
generic idea of the human—his approach remains ³xed on the individual—
but that he has reached a point in individual consciousness that a shifting of
cultural and historical conditions cannot reach, however much they may
stimulate us to reach that point. 

In the same way that Descartes took up the challenge of scienti³c
method to traditional religious belief by engaging himself in the discipline
of a radical doubt, Nishitani takes up the challenge of nihilism to religion by
a disciplined doubt of his own. Rather than end up in the certitude of the “I
am,” however, he has to begin by questioning that certitude in a still more
radical doubt—the Great Doubt, as he calls it, employing a term from
Zen—in which one lets go of even the thinking ego in order to become the
doubt. 

Like Descartes, and indeed like the mystics whom he continues to draw
on here, Nishitani’s engagement with doubt is a kind of spiritual ascent
through descent into radical ³nitude. The stages of the process are, crudely
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put, three. It begins, ³rst, when the ordinary encounter with personal limits
turns into a conscious question about the whole of one’s own life: the sim-
ple, most trivial event in which one’s own desires or ambitions are frus-
trated by the lack of one’s own ability or by a conµict with the desire and
ambitions of others. It is as if a crack had appeared in one’s view of the
world and with it a sense that it is only the mask of a deep darkness that lies
on the other side.

Typically, we seal this crack up as quickly as possible, chalking it up to
“just one of those things” of life. It is only when one deliberately decides not
to seal it up but to allow it to grow that a second stage becomes possible. It
is, he says, as if the frustrated ego were seen to be like the shell of a bean that
had begun to crack, and as if the darkness inside were trying to break out
and swallow up the light. If one lives with the doubt and allows it to take its
course, this frustration is transformed into a great abyss of nihility at one’s
feet. The original questions—Why did this happen to me? What can I do
about it?—are transformed into the questions: Who am I? Why do I exist?
Nishitani calls this conversion the “realization of nihility.”

Nihility is understood here as the nulli³cation of the self by the
nulli³cation of the ground it has to stand on. It is not that the self is annihi-
lated out of existence, but that all certitude is completely absorbed in doubt,
and that this doubt becomes more real than the self or the world it belongs
to. It is a Great Doubt:

This Doubt cannot be understood as a state of consciousness but only as a
real doubt making itself present to the self out of the ground of the self and
of all things.… It presents itself as reality, …with an inevitability quite
beyond the control of the consciousness and arbitrary willfulness of the self.
In its presence the self becomes Doubt itself. The self realizes the doubt about
reality. 

Nishitani is playing here on the double-entendre of the English word real-
ization to express the fact that the subjective awareness of nihility is at the
same time an actualization of something nonsubjective.

A doubt that simply makes me aware of my personal ³nitude, or even of
the ³nitude of the human condition as such, does not go far enough. Or
again, to turn one’s back on the doubt through an act of faith in salvation
from beyond is not to overcome the nihility but to disassociate oneself from
it. Becoming the doubt must go a step further.

The unfolding of the Great Doubt reaches a third stage when that
nihility is itself nulli³ed—again, not annihilated but transcended through
its negation—in the awareness that the world of being that rests on the
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nihility of the self and all things is only a relative manifestation of nothing-
ness as it is encountered in reality. Beneath that world, all around it, there is
an encompassing absolute nothingness that is reality. Nihility is emptied
out, as it were, into an absolute emptiness, or what Buddhism calls šðnyat„.
This absolute is not a further aggravation of the original frustration and the
abyss of nihility it contained within it, but rather a complete negation of
that aggravation. It is an af³rmation, in those negations, of the fact that all
frustration and nihility belong to a greater reality whose nature it is to
empty all things of that desire and ambition that makes what is only relative
appear to be absolute rather than what it really is: a manifestation of an
absolute self-emptying. 

This af³rmation of an absolute nothingness beyond the world of being
and the self awakens consciousness to the original face of the self and world,
a consciousness enriched by the fact that it no longer confuses what is only
relative for the absolute. The self, such as it is, discloses itself as no-self. The
world of becoming, such as it is, manifests itself as a world emptied of being.
He calls this, again with a Buddhist term, an awakening to the “true such-
ness” of things and the self.

As should be clear from what has been said above, for Nishitani doubt is
always a matter of mental energy, not a simple blanking of the mind but a
disciplined emptying of mind. Only in this way, he insists, can it pass beyond
the bounds of a private mental exercise to metaphysical insight into reality
as such. As he says, “ontology needs to pass through nihility and shift to an
entirely new ³eld, different from what it has known hitherto.” Moreover, as
with all spiritual process, there is no way to leap to the ³nal stage without
having passed through earlier ones. For one thing, it is precisely because of
the passage that the ³nal stage takes on what meaning it has. For another, it
is not a question of ascending to a higher, truer self on one’s own but of a
letting go of self acting on its own. At the same time, to be sure, Nishitani’s
³nal stage of no-self may seem, at least to the everyday ego, a rather dis-
agreeable place to land up; and in any case that it is a higher and more real
state is not self-evident from the start. By the same token, not every insight
that Nishitani records along the way—including the reformulation of a
great many western philosophical and theological ideas—is necessarily
justi³ed by his own passage, or even by the fact that it has a long tradition in
the east standing behind it. There is no proof or disproof of what he is argu-
ing, any more than was the case with Descartes’s experiment with doubt,
without the experience of having followed the path oneself.

So much is sacri³ced here in the telling, not only of the careful way
Buddhist and western philosophical ideas are interwoven but also of the
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existential feel of Nishitani’s prose, that I am tempted to run page after page
of quotation from the book into the text at this point. But even that, I fear,
would not breathe the soul into the bare bones of this summary that Nishi-
tani has inspired. I return, instead, to a number of remaining motifs, most
of which appear in one or the other form in Religion and Nothingness, to
present an overview of Nishitani’s mature philosophy. 

58 emptiness as a standpoint. Nishitani includes
himself in the company of Nishida and Tanabe, whose respective logics, he
says, “share a distinctive and common basis that sets them apart from tradi-
tional western philosophy: absolute nothingness.” As we noted, however,
without abandoning this lineage he gradually came to prefer the term
“emptiness.” As we will see, this also represents the ³rst step in what was to
be an ever more courageous attempt to integrate Zen ideas and images into
philosophical discourse.

He also came to speak of his own position as a “standpoint” rather than
a logic. There seem to be two reasons for this. First, he turned away from
Nishida’s logic of locus in favor of something closer to what Nietzsche had
called “perspectivism” because it seemed better to express the existential
reality of what goes on in coming to awareness: the ground one stands on
changes and the horizon of what one can see broadens. Second, the image of
a standpoint better expresses the Buddhist ideal of a “middle way” between
the outright acceptance of the world as objectively real and the outright
rejection of it as subjective and illusory, namely a standpoint from which
one can see both ideas as two sides of the same reality. These motives are
reµected in his use of language. Thus he often speaks of a standpoint as both
a “foothold” from which to see more clearly, and also as the actual “point”
from which reality can show itself more clearly. It is on the standpoint of
emptiness that, as we stated above, things and the self show themselves for
what they are:

True emptiness is nothing less than what reaches awareness in all of us as our
own absolute self-nature. In addition, this emptiness is the point at which
each and every entity that is said to exist becomes manifest as what it is in
itself, in the form of its true suchness. 

The standpoint of emptiness, then, is not so much a philosophical
“position” as it is the achievement of an original self-awareness (our self-
nature), compared to which all other consciousness is caught in the ³ctional
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darkness of ignorance, or what the Buddhists call avidy„. It is a point from
which to philosophize, not a doctrine. In this sense it may be called a
“standpoint of standpoints”—the practical dimension of Nishida’s ontolog-
ical judgment of absolute nothingness as the “universal of universals.” At
the same time, it is the point of contact with the real as it is in itself (in its
suchness), and therefore not only a matter of a conscious state. This con-
junction of the real and our realization of the real means that the standpoint
of emptiness unites what is dichotomized in ordinary consciousness. 

To illustrate this conjunction of the illumination of mind and the illu-
mination of reality in emptiness, Nishitani draws on the Tendai Buddhist
dialectic of fact and theory. The opposition between the phenomenal world,
in which facts appear, and the noumenal world, in which one becomes
aware of them, is overcome not by tilting the balance towards one or the
other—whether by harmonizing it or absorbing it outright—but by shifting
the opposition to a higher level of insight in which phenomenon and
noumenon µow one into the other without impediment. Emptiness is thus
neither fact nor theory, but a level of awareness at which the two interpene-
trate each other. It is not an erasure of this dialectic of fact and theory as a
mere ³ction of the world of form, but its relocation on the ³eld of empti-
ness, of the formless. Thus he takes over the description of enlightenment in
Zen as a ³eld on which it can be said that “form is emptiness, emptiness is
form.”

While the conclusion of the argument is clear, its logical progress is not
always clear, and the circularity can be annoying when one wants explicit
rational connections. The appeal to a standpoint of higher insight in which
the world of fact and our thinking about it in theory are said to show them-
selves just as they are, so that the opposition between them is overcome,
echoes Nishida’s central concern with the subject-object dichotomy. Like
Nishida, Nishitani never questioned that such a level of consciousness
existed, and that while it appears “higher” to those tangled up in rational
thought, it is in fact the most immediate and down-to-earth form of experi-
ence. He did not, however, detain himself as long as Nishida had in examin-
ing the place of this dichotomy in the history of western philosophy. Nishi-
tani’s description of the problem and its overcoming are much more
quickly displaced into the Buddhist tradition, not as a matter of principle
but because it seemed to him—without having to repeat Nishida’s demon-
strations—that western philosophies of being lack the requisite categories.

As if recognizing that something had been lacking in his idea of the
standpoint of emptiness as a process of overcoming the dichotomy between
fact and theory, object and subject, reality and realization, Nishitani tries to
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get to the bottom of the question in a late essay on “Wisdom and Reason.”
In it he argues that the assumption of an original separation of knowing and
being is itself mistaken. Theory, logos, needs being as the object of a think-
ing subject, and the thinking subject needs becoming, the rational process,
to achieve its end. But the Buddhist idea of awakened wisdom (prajñ„) does
not belong to being, and emptiness (šðnyat„) does not belong to becoming.
Emptiness is the standpoint of a wisdom in which the opposition is not so
much overcome as seen through as illusory.

Nishitani traces the dichotomy of knowing and being in western philos-
ophy to its culmination in Hegel’s idea of noesis noeseos, the knowledge in
which knowledge is self-conscious of knowing, as the completion of the
process of becoming in absolute being. This end point is already present, he
says, in Hegel’s initial assumption that in order to understand that “only the
absolute is true, only truth is absolute,” one must follow a developmental
process of the conscious subject thinking about objective reality. Nishitani
accepted the initial intuition, as stated in the preface to the Phenomenology
of Mind, but rejected the claim that it requires a subject-object process to be
explained. Prajñ„ wisdom, the “knowing of not-knowing,” has no such
requirement. The truth of emptiness of the self and all things is immediately
present all at once. Being is originally in nothingness and nothingness in
being. 

59 emptiness as the homeground of being. As with
Nishida, for Nishitani the structure of self-awareness was a paradigm of how
all of reality is constructed, “the nonobjecti³able mode of being of things as
they are in themselves.” Being aware is not like an activity that one sched-
ules for a certain period, and then sets aside in order to do other things. It is
the original activity that de³nes what it means to be human. When birds µy
and ³sh swim, when ³re burns and water washes, they do not do so as a pas-
time, but by being what they are. So, too, the mind is, by its nature, aware. 

Nishitani has recourse to the Buddhist notion of sam„dhi, usually asso-
ciated only with a state of complete concentration, to make the connection,
playing on the polyvalence of the single character the Chinese used to
express it. Sam„dhi is not merely a state of settled mind, he argues, but also
a state of being settled that applies to the true form of all things. We may
distinguish three elements here.

First, sam„dhi it is an elemental activity that de³nes a thing and settles it
in its own homeground. This is intended to replace the idea of a ³xed sub-
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stance or self that de³nes itself by the activities it is caught up in, by its
“being-at-doing” as he calls it. To be settled in sam„dhi is to be substantially
unsettled; its homeground is in its homelessness in the world of being and
becoming.

Second, sam„dhi does not simply con³ne individual things to their
nature but de³nes them relationally with all things. Its being centered is not
only a concentration of its whole nature in everything it does, but represents
a central point for everything about it, just as it is part of the concentration
of those things. Since it is acting freely and naturally, it is not preoccupied
with protecting itself against the activities of others. Self-centeredness is at
the same time other-centeredness. At the homeground of the self and all
things, every action takes place naturally, without the interference of a reac-
tion. Nishitani closes Religion and Nothingness with an image of this aspect of
concentration in emptiness from the life of St. Francis of Assisi. About to have
an infected eye cauterized, St. Francis addresses the hot iron as “Brother
³re,” making over it the sign of the cross:

For St. Francis the purpose of making the sign of the cross was to solicit the
love of his beloved brother, ³re. This love occurred at the point that he emp-
tied himself and consorted with the ³re, and where the ³re emptied itself
(ceased to be ³re) and consorted with him.… And, in fact, the ³re did not
cause him any pain. As the doctor applied the cautery, drawing it from the
earlobe all the way up to the eyebrow, St. Francis laughed softly, as a child
feeling the caress of its mother’s hand.

Third, this state of acting naturally, in according with the self-nature of
oneself and all things, allows a thing to be fully present in all of its forms
without being locked into any one of them. Lacking substance, every mani-
festation shows instead the formlessness of true suchness, that is “that form
is emptiness and emptiness is form.” This means that whatever is done in
sam„dhi is done spontaneously, and not tailored to the form of one’s per-
sonal wishes or even of one’s ideals. There is no form to conform to because
there is no self to be formed. It is like free play, a “self-joyous sporting in
sam„dhi” as Dõgen calls it, in which forms come and go because there is no
model to impede them. Behavior on this homeground of emptiness does
not observe custom or rule, nor is it the practice of principles. It is the spon-
taneous observance of a self no longer attached to itself so that it can “real-
ize” its surroundings.” 

The common ground of mind and reality in sam„dhi-being is what
makes “knowing by becoming” possible. Nishitani takes up this idea of
Nishida by citing a haiku verse by the poet Bashõ:

nishitani keiji     225



From the pine tree
learn of the pine tree,

And from the bamboo
of the bamboo.

From the ordinary standpoint of substantial being, this can only make sense
as a metaphor for “observing closely” or “studying objectively.” But Bashõ’s
intent, says Nishitani, is different:

He invites us to betake ourselves to the dimension where things become
manifest in their suchness, to attune ourselves to the selfness of the pine tree
and the selfness of the bamboo, …making an effort to stand essentially in the
same mode of being as the thing one wishes to learn about. It is on the ³eld
of emptiness that this becomes possible.

Thus we see the way in which the standpoint of emptiness entails an
ontology and yet is not itself any philosophical position. As a way of seeing,
the standpoint of emptiness allow one to see through both native ³ctions of
the mind and the optical illusions that the world throws up to us. In a par-
ticularly moving passage in Religion and Nothingness Nishitani speaks of see-
ing the world as if in a “double exposure,” allowing it to show both its sur-
face and its depth at the same time. He imagines walking down Tokyo’s
fashion center, the Ginza, and seeing it as a ³eld of grass:

One can see the Ginza, just as it is, in all its magni³cence, as a ³eld of pampas
grass. One can look at it as if it were a double exposure—which is, after all,
its real portrait. For in truth, reality itself is two-layered. A hundred years
hence, not one of the people now walking the Ginza will be alive, neither the
young nor the old, the men nor the women.… We can look at the living as
they walk full of health down the Ginza and see, in a double exposure, a pic-
ture of the dead.

While Nishida and Tanabe had both spoken of life and death as correlatives
that entail each other, Nishitani’s standpoint of emptiness relates them to
our way of viewing this world just as it is, in its “true suchness,” as a syn-
chronicity of life and death:

I mean that while life remains life to the very end, and death remains death,
they both become manifest in any given thing, and therefore that the aspect
of life and the aspect of death in a given thing can be superimposed in such a
way that both become simultaneously visible. In this sense, such a mode of
being might be termed life-in-death, death-in-life.

In Buddhist terms, he explains this idea of seeing through the endless
cycle of impermanence or sa½s„ra—the coming-to-be and passing away of
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all things—to their liberation in nirv„«a. This “transcendence into empti-
ness” while living in the midst of the world, a kind of sa½s„ra-in-nirv„«a, is
a higher transcendence than the rejection of this world for another. Here
again, while it is only the mind that can “realize” this in awareness, it is
something that is already “realized” in the fundamental structure of reality
itself. Hence, the freeing of the self from ego-centeredness is not something
simply internal to the mind, but takes place in the encounter with the world
as it is. As Nishitani remarks rather cryptically, “The fact that this staff is a
staff is a fact in such a way as to involve at the same time the deliverance of
the self.” 

Seeing things from the standpoint of emptiness can also help us to see
through the objectifying tendencies of mind to its true activity of awareness.
In this regard, for example, he argues that myth can be understood as a sur-
face ³ction that invites deeper insight. Nishitani also offers it as a kind of
tool to cut through the demythifying debate, which he sees as a consequence
of the faith-reason dualism built into Christian self-understanding, and as a
result of which theology and philosophy run parallel in the same direction
without being able to work together. After a careful review of Bultmann’s
basic idea and the criticisms against it, he takes up the doctrine of the virgin
birth (which he mistakenly identi³es with the doctrine of the immaculate
conception) as an instance of that dualism. The idea of being “stained” in
the natural, physiological sphere and yet unstained in the spiritual sphere
rests on a split between body and soul that he ³nds understandable but
incapable of addressing the question of the “original purity” of the human,
which is what he believes the doctrine is meant to express. He rephrases the
question this way:

What if we posit in the fundamental nature of human existence an unlimited
and simple immaculateness that transcends both what is stained and what is
unstained (in body and in spirit), and if we further assume that men and
women can only be comprehended in their true concrete wholeness when
they are seen as beings that bear such a fundamental nature in itself?

His answer to the question is that from such a standpoint, original
purity can be seen both in being stained and in being unstained, whether
physically or spiritually, and that this purity is what gives persons a unity so
fundamental that it cannot be stained. To talk of such things, we need a lan-
guage different from the language of scienti³c or objective facts, and this is
what the mythical language of the doctrine provides. The doctrine of virgin
birth thus points to the awareness that we are all born of a virgin in a very
important, if neglected, sense. Neither scienti³c method nor belief in the
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intervention of the gods can touch this primary, religious fact. Only a
renewed sense of what myth is can give us the language we need. It is a lan-
guage, he says, that replaces vertical transcendence, which demands that we
step beyond this world, with a horizontal one, which “does not entail an
either-or decision vis-à-vis science… or any conµict with nature,” and yet
remains “wholly other from the world of nature.” This nature-in-non-
nature is what Buddhism calls “emptiness.”

While Nishida had seen the locus of absolute nothingness as a self-iden-
tity of the opposites of being and nothingness, Nishitani seems to take the
formula “being-in-nothingness” and place himself squarely at the point of
the “-in-.” At the same time, echoes of Nishida’s acting intuition reverberate
beneath the surface of his text as he struggles to delineate a conversion to
the world in its “true suchness,” a world that is neither subjective nor sub-
stantial but a “middle way” that af³rms itself in negating them both.

60 ego and self. From what has just been said, it should
be obvious that for Nishitani the idea of the true self cannot be a perma-
nent, unchanging principle of identity somehow encased within the person,
an individuated soul, a cluster of human potentials waiting to be realized, or
even an ideal of expanded consciousness. It has to be, rather, a mode of
being in which everything done is done “naturally,” and in that sense has to
serve as a paradigm of the mode of being of the nonhuman world as well. It
must also be a mode of selfhood that does not complement the ordinary ego
but displaces it.

The distinction between the ego and the true self is crucial for Nishitani,
but is posed in terms different from those familiar to us from twentieth-
century psychology. He understands ego to include the Aristotelian idea of
substantial individuation and the res cogitans of Descartes. By self he means
a self-identity based on the negation of both of these. In a splendid but
demanding 1962 essay on “Western Thought and Buddhism,” he tries to
show how the idea of the non-ego can help to solve a problem inherent in
western philosophy and above all in its mystical tradition, namely the addic-
tion to the category of selfhood in de³ning the human and the absolute. 

(We should note here a subtext to this essay that Nishitani was certainly
aware of but which may not be immediately apparent if it is read on its own:
the terms he uses to contrast substrate and subject are the very terms he had
used in his early political philosophy. Here not only are they puri³ed of all
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political overtones, but the logical connection between them is also com-
pletely revised.)

He begins with Plotinus, for whom the soul (the egoistic, self-centered
subject) must go beyond thinking, perception, and being in order to lose
itself in the One. The ³nal barrier to cross to get there is materiality, the
formless non-entity that underlies all entities. Thus we see an opposition set
up between two apparently nonsubstantial original principles: matter and
the One. But in fact, since each of these is self-enclosed and has its identity
in itself independent of the other, they are both still substantial: that is, they
stand on an underlying substrate (a hypostasis or sub-jectum) that gives
them their self-identity. What is supposed to lie beyond the sensible and
intelligible world as nonsubstantial ends up being substantialized there by
virtue of its opposition to something else.

This pattern of not being able to think of an ultimate without substan-
tializing it he sees running throughout the western philosophical tradition.
Although modern idealism and materialism, for example, de³ne their basic
principles differently from Plotinus, one can recognize in both the same
basic attachment to an intelligible and real substratum. As he says elsewhere,
“If idealism’s ‘in the mind’ loads the rock into the front of the mind, materi-
alism’s ‘outside the mind’ sticks the mind onto the back of the rock.”
Underlying the antagonism of apparently differing standpoints is a common
rooting. Rather than seek to deal with the antagonism by siding with one or
the other, Nishitani wants to uproot the question from its traditional form
and pose it in terms of the fundamental, nonsubstantial, nonsubjective—or
without substrate—nature of reality.

The connection between material or spiritual “substance” and “subjec-
tivity” here looks to be merely a play on the double meaning of the Latin
word subjectum. For Nishitani it is more than that. It is a simultaneous pro-
jection of the substantiality of the material world into the core of the
human, and of the subjectivity of consciousness into the core of reality, so
that consciousness has a kind of “substance” and things have a kind of
“ego.” This has two consequences. First, the hypostatic ground that passes
itself off as a true non-ground offering human beings a ³rm foundation, in
fact only hinders them from getting to the bottom of what they are. Second,
the idea of a God as the perfection of reality transcending all opposition is
made into an absolute subject that stands in opposition to other subjects
and renders them ³nite and relative. The ground of the world of being,
including human being, is the nihilum out of which they were created. In
them this nihilum becomes something real, standing opposite the self-iden-
tical, self-grounded God.

nishitani keiji     229



It was Nietzsche, says Nishitani, who uncovered this opposition between
God and nothingness as something more fundamental than that between
idealism and materialism, but without questioning the attachment to sub-
stantiality:

Nothingness is deepened to the point that it can assault the very throne of
God. The nihility that has untied itself from any and all support wrestles with
God for authority and succeeds in offering itself as the absolute groundless
ground. The split between these two fundamental principles… came about
because the concept of God and the concept of nothingness still arm them-
selves with the character of a subjectum or substratum and, as a result, can-
not but appear as permanently opposed one to the other.

The only remedy, for Nishitani, is to ³nd an original principle that does
not stand in opposition to anything else and does not block the way to
recover our most elemental self beyond subjectivity, free of any substratum.
This principle cannot be the cosmos in the sense of the totality of everything
that is, but must be a kind of an absolutely open “³eld” in which everything
material and spiritual has its place and its ultimate truth. Neither itself spiri-
tual nor material, it is a nonsubjective ³eld on which the human being can
discover essential selfhood. Put the other way around, attaining to the self is
itself a manifestation of the nonsubjective, ungrounded ground of reality.
Self and reality are one in the realization of true selfhood. 

The idea of self as non-ego therefore cuts away the idea of subjectivity in
the human and in reality itself to disclose a true absolute:

The absolute is not thought of as any kind of subject or any kind of sub-
stance. To think it so is a complete misunderstanding. We cannot speak of
the absolute in the sense of “something” or “someone” that “appears.” The
absolute is a non-subjectum—or what Buddhism calls “nothingness” or
“emptiness.”

There are two ways of viewing the self, and they need to be interlocked.
First, there is the self-centered in which the mind is seen as the unity or pos-
sessor of a variety of faculties. Since the self grasps the world through these
faculties, it naturally comes to see itself as the center of the world. Nishitani
calls this “the self-centered mode of being.” It is a mode of being of self-
consciousness, the knowing of an ego that at the same time as it knows
things, knows itself to be different from them. But the exact opposite is pos-
sible, a cosmocentric view in which mind is seen from the standpoint of the
world. In this case the faculties of mind are seen as applying to all things
that live. Mind becomes a universal and the human mind only one instance
of it. This has found its way through myths into various religions and

230 Philosophers of Nothingness



philosophies east and west, though in the west the advance of Christianity
has brought the egocentric view to the fore. There the personal as a privi-
leged state of existence becomes central in the relation with God and among
humans.

In psychological novels and in scienti³c psychology, the attempt to
know the self suffers from a basic split, since one is always thinking of one-
self in terms of a universal idea of the human. Everything that is true is true
because it can be universalized, or conversely, one rediscovers the universal
form in one’s own particularity. This is the core of Nishitani’s critique of
self-attachment at the heart of Sartre’s humanism, which sees in ego-con-
sciousness “an image of humanity” from which one can act categorically.
The Zen way of seeing the self makes no such split. It is a union of the seer
and the seen.

Sartre begins from consciousness as the source of meaning because it is
the one thing that protects the individual from becoming an object among
other objects in the world, which is the greatest disvalue that can be done to
the human. Nishitani says that the problem is that to become a subject vis-
à-vis objects is no less demeaning of the true self and in fact ends up putting
the self on the same substantialized ground as the objects it apparently lords
it over and therefore closes itself off to its true nature. Sartre grounds ego-
conscious on nothingness, and therefore sees through the unreality of the
world, but this is only a “relative nothingness.” By the same token Nishitani
rejects Heidegger’s solution since, although he goes further than Sartre in
decentering the ego and has a certain cosmocentrism, still he sees nothing-
ness as a thing “outside” of being and existence.

In Buddhism, on the other hand, the self-centered and cosmocentric
have both been preserved, which leads to a different view of the human and
of the absolute. Buddhism preserves the awareness of the individual ego that
puts consciousness at the center, but also recognizes the egoity of all living
things capable of sensation and perception. Both are self-determinations of
the same universal mind, and this is what de³nes them at the core. This uni-
versal mind can even be considered a kind of unconscious, provided one
takes it in an ontological sense, and not simply an epistemological one as
western psychology is prone to do. It is a “oneness of minds and things” that
Buddhism calls emptiness or šðnyat„. It is here, in the awareness of nondis-
criminating knowledge, that things manifest their true form, which is lack-
ing a self-centered nature or substance.

Awakening to one’s true nature is therefore a kind of death to the self,
what Zen refers to as the Great Death. It is not death in the ordinary sense
of leaving the world of the living, but a liberation from the endless stream of
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birth-and-death, or sa½s„ra. It is an existential liberation, in the midst of
life, from constant change and the anxiety it brings with it. It is thus a
rebirth at the same time, or as we stated above, a sa½s„ra-in-nirv„«a. This
liberation is not a physical freeing from death or a being reborn in another
world. It is a freeing of oneself from the prejudices one has towards the self
and the world, and also a freeing of oneself from all dependence on libera-
tion from another world or transcendent power. It is at once “a freedom
from all things and a freedom to all things.” In this context Nishitani cites
Eckhart’s position here of “taking leave of God.” In contrast, a position like
Tillich’s, which ³nds ultimate concern to come to rest in participation in a
“ground of being,” still thinks in terms of an other, and from the Zen point
of view is not yet a ³nal step.

For Nishitani, the ultimate concern is not to ³nd an absolute other on
which to rely, but to see that “the examination of God or Buddha must
become an examination of self”:

The quest of God or Buddha arises as an inevitability inherent in the essence
of what it is to be human…. It cannot be cared for simply be redirecting it
into a social “love of humanity,” or by analyzing it as an issue of class theory
seen from a materialistic view of history, or by reducing it to a psychoanalytic
problem of the sexual libido.… As long as the investigation into the matter of
self is not resolved, all being, all things within humanity and the world itself,
will, as seen from the self, be something “other”…. This other-centered point
of view will always function as a hammer pulverizing the various forms of
return to the self that present themselves as answers in the course of one’s
questioning.

It is not that Nishitani means to reject God or Buddha as mere ³ctions, and
in fact he alludes to Vaihinger’s idea of the “as if” only to reject it as inap-
propriate. If what they point to is a ³ction, then “it is a ³ction that has more
reality than what is usually called real,… a reality in the background.” The
self is not a Kantian “thing in itself” that cannot be known except through
such indirect pointers. It can be known, but only as formless, not as thing,
not as consciousness. 

Nishitani’s descriptions of the liberation of the self, or the encountering
of true selfhood, are more mystical in tone than philosophical. Philosophi-
cal language is used more as a via negativa to show what this liberation does
not mean. In this sense, Nishitani does not give philosophy an epistemology
or ontology of the self so much as a permanent critique of all such ways of
thinking. This does not mean that it stops with Zen at reminding us of the
ineffability of experience or of the limits of rational thought, the “Great ill-
ness” of not doubting words. His discussion of the self and its liberation also
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points to the goal of his own quest: “philosophical awareness of one’s own
self.” Like the pure or direct experience that Nishida held before him in his
thinking, Nishitani’s experience of the self is the lodestone of the truth of
philosophy.

61 self, other, and ethics. As with Nishida, the I-you
relationship in Nishitani is given a place of special importance but does not
form part of the paradigm of all of reality. In a word, interpersonal
encounter is made the handmaiden of self-awareness, and within it the
“other” is viewed as a dimension of no-self. On this basis he tries to generate
a kind of moral imperative. Although all the ingredients for this step are
already present, the connection will take some explaining.

The principal model of the self-other relationship in Nishitani is that of
the Zen dialogue between master and disciple, tales of which abound in the
most outrageous symbolic acts. In his praise for these “direct body attacks”
one can of course see Nishitani’s own love of a good intellectual discussion.
He was always convinced that parlor etiquette is the antithesis not only of
true rational dialogue but also of dialogue in which reason is cast aside as an
impediment to awareness. It is this latter that is central to the Zen dialogue,
whose focus is not clarity of ideas but the recovery of self through the
encounter with the other.

Nishitani saw in these exchanges not only the spirit of Zen but a para-
digm of all authentic encounter between one person and another: namely,
an encounter that realizes—actualizes and becomes aware of—the reality of
the self as it is. As long as one or both parties do remain on the ground of
the ordinary ego, only words and ideas can be exchanged. Sharing in experi-
ence, speaking “mind to mind” or “heart to heart,” requires rather a stand-
point of non-ego.

As he sees it, Zen begins precisely at the point where Buber’s I-you stops
because it challenges a contradiction built into it, and indeed to all notions
of interpersonal relationships based on a substantial ego. Namely, although
individual subjectivity is made an absolute so that no one can take the place
of another, as long as this absoluteness is located in the substantial ego, the
relation between individuals either entails the absorption of the two into a
universal tertium quid, whether in the form of a substantial nature or in the
form of a transcendent mediating principle. In either case, part of that
absoluteness is taken away. Remove the substantial ego, as is the case with
Zen and the standpoint of emptiness, and the contradiction disappears with it.
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In the encounter of one with another on a ground of nothingness, the
self-identity of each is absolute; and yet each is absolutely relative in the
sense that relationship requires both a self and an other. Therefore, the
negation of one’s own individual freedom in af³rming that of the other is at
the same time a reaf³rmation of one’s own individual freedom. In the
“therefore” one can hardly fail to see Nishida’s earlier construction of the I-
you relation:

The absolute discrimination between the two sets up an absolute two. But
precisely because it is absolute the absolute discrimination is at the same time
an absolute self-identity: the absolute two are absolutely one. Within the
absolute two, one and the same absolute openness dominates. Absolute dis-
crimination is here the same as absolute equality. This means that there is a
true and direct communication between two human individuals, but without
anything being communicated…. Each in knowing himself essentially knows
the other… This can take place only on a non-subjective ground.

As nonsensical as this sounds, Nishitani insists that “the absurd notion that
absolute enmity is at the same time absolute harmony” is in fact the Zen
foundation for the I-you encounter.

He makes it clear that the harmony he speaks of here is not just a logical
entailment of self requiring other the way son requires mother. Nor is it the
same as the simple nondifferentiation that comes from absorbing all indi-
viduals into a single One, so that self and other simply disappear and with
them all individual personhood. Rather each is absolutely nondifferentiated
from the other as part of its own identity, and in this sense all relationship
between them as relative absolutes is transcended. When two individuals
meet at this homeground of the self, they face the “unbounded horror” of a
self-identity that negates their ordinary identity as a free and absolute ego
relating to other egos. Yet it is precisely here that love in a religious sense is
possible:

I stress “in a religious sense” because it is a case of emptiness or no-self that
has absolutely cut off self and other from each other and from their relation-
ship as self and other. Thus absolute opposition is at the same time absolute
harmony.… Self and other are not one, and not two. To be not one and not
two means that they are related, with each retaining its absoluteness, and
while still being relative are never for a moment separated.

This is what it means to speak of love as a non-ego in which the other is
“present” as other and not simply as “a projection of one’s own ego.”

Throughout Nishitani’s later work, he seems to have understood ethics
as more or less circumscribed by the search for what humans should be in
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order to act in accord with their true nature. He was more concerned with
locating the source of ethical behavior in the self-awareness of non-ego, and
therefore distinguishing it from rational or lawful behavior, than he was
with establishing the practical dimension to religion he had once found so
important. Despite the occasional reference to “selµess activity” in the ordi-
nary sense of “not acting sel³shly,” the bulk of his references to religious
love seems to have maintained a rather typical Zen distance from identifying
or applying actual ethical norms. In what follows I have picked up remarks
from a number of his writings and organized them more or less ad libitum.
At best they will show a mixture of openings and closures to ethical ques-
tions, with no concrete indication of what he found morally unacceptable,
or why.

The moral vacuum of the present age did not, of course, escape his
attention. He saw the “fundamental relativism” of values as an unreµected
consequence of modern nihilism. It was neither embraced in full conscious-
ness as an alternative to the once dominant absolute values of tradition, nor
experienced in a somber despair over the loss of something essential to exis-
tence. The fact that values have been subsumed under the category of “fash-
ion” seems rather to have been accepted as part of modern life. This is why
the very word ethics, he says, has become for modern men and women “like
an empty, dried up bean-shell.”

This does not mean that the solution lies in restoring the ethical values
of tradition. That ground has been taken, and for all the distress it brings,
opens the possibility for a spiritual advance, just as nihilism itself does. In
the same way that no one can eat or sleep for another, no tradition or insti-
tution can ground the ethical objectively for individuals. If the logos of sci-
ence tries to look at the world as it is only from the viewpoint of the world
and to minimize the human ingredient, the counterposition of ethos that is
content with trying to look at the human from the standpoint of the human
simply replaces one imbalance with another. Even an ethic that purports to
be concerned with taking care of the world falls into this same one-sided-
ness if it does not issue from an enlightened awareness of world and self just
as they are, in the no-self of their true suchness. In other words, it is only by
deliberately breaking through the ethical to the religious sphere—he draws
on Kierkegaard in this connection—that one can return to true ethical
behavior. 

By “breaking through,” he does not mean simply overstepping or side-
stepping the ethical sphere, but facing the aporia built into all ethical sys-
tems, both those rationally devised and those haphazardly lived out. This is
why morality cannot be based on divine law and commands, on self-inter-
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est, or even on some Kantian idea of the categorical imperative, which
retains the form of a transcendent command even though it seems to come
from within the self. Only a sense of responsibility that issues naturally from
a deep awareness of the utter contingency of life on the one hand and the
openness of the future on the other is the proper foundation for human
action. But today ethics seems paralyzed by the inability to restore this tran-
scendent ground on the one hand and its captivation by nihilism’s rela-
tivization of all values. If there is to be a way out, it cannot be a matter of
rejecting ethics but of appropriating the outer problem as one’s own and
“wrestling with the devil” within:

Fundamentally ethics today is enveloped in a deep enigma. The simple rejec-
tion of ethics we see today is, of course, no answer; it is no more than deca-
dence and a sign that the enigma has been trivialized. The split this causes in
life reaches all the way to the religious dimension.… If there is any heartfelt
desire left to seek the Buddha and the patriarchs outside of the self, the Bud-
dha and the patriarchs must also become the “devil.”

Consequently, the ethical spirit of social movements must also be inter-
nalized if they are not to be self-defeating. Nishitani’s complaint against
Marxism was that, having divested itself of the ruling Christian values as
supportive of the status quo, it obliged those who practiced it to forfeit the
inner tranquility and love of humanity that those traditional values also rep-
resented. It thus lent itself easily to be taken over by objective, “scienti³c”
accounts of what is ultimately of value for society and the individuals who
make it up.

In this connection, I recall his reply to a question I put him in 1980 at
what was probably the last conference of the extended membership of the
Kyoto school. Just back from war-torn Nicaragua, where I had met with
friends in the Sandinista government and former students, and from a
broader research tour of Latin America, where I had had occasion to see the
seamy side of multinational investments in oppressive social structures, I
asked him for his thoughts about the equivalent of a “liberation theology”
for Zen and the philosophy of absolute nothingness. The immediate occa-
sion for the question was a remark he had made in his own lecture the day
before:

Buddhism and Christianity need a “place” to come together to talk, …and
that place is the world of historical reality where the two religions meet head-
on.… Even the confrontation of the traditional doctrines of the two religions
must take place in the actual situation of the world today. It must not be an
in-house discussion.… It is necessary to dialogue on the problems of present
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society, …problems for which both carry responsibility, if only in virtue of
the fact that they had not been able to prevent them. 

He made it clear in his reply to the question that no ideology of “libera-
tion” was to be trusted, that they were all “pseudoreligions” because the call
for the one true liberation, changing one’s heart and mind, was smothered
in the clamor of collective reforms. It was substantially the same position he
had argued in a 1957 essay:

Interpretations of religion not only in Marxism but in all modern social ide-
ologies… only interpret the human being from the standpoint of the “I.”
This is because they only know self-awareness in the form of an awareness of
an “I” and not in that of a “non-I”.… This is also the reason why social
reform is considered apart from the reform of the human person.

The transcript of that interchange does not reµect the temper of his
remarks, indeed his annoyance at the way the question was put. Still, it is
not dif³cult to read between the lines of Nishitani’s allusions to Marxism,
Nazism, Imperialism, and so forth a disillusionment with the ideologies that
had swept through Japan when he was a young professor. As he knew only
too well, the scars of complicity still mar the reputation of the Kyoto
philosophers at home and abroad. But, at least as long as I knew him, this
was clearly a matter to be kept between the lines. It was not, and perhaps
had never been, part of the main text.

Be that as it may, this distrust of institutions or the preoccupation with
reforming institutions has also its theoretical basis. Beginning with Socrates,
Nishitani notes, the problem of knowing the self was “linked to that of ethi-
cal relationship with other people in the polis.” The connection is made by
the self’s ceasing to be simply a problem to itself. The way of investigating
the self as the great doubt of Zen, in contrast, 

refuses any ready solution established from such a standpoint. For the self
questioning its very existence, anything come from outside the self itself is
not acknowledged as having authority…. In this sense, the self is through and
through self-centered. The answer that solves the problem of the self can only
arise from within the self itself.

This answer from within does not take the form of principles, universal or
concrete, but rather that of a “demand for liberation from self ” that is
locked away from awareness by self-attachment. Once the Great Negation of
denying the self has been performed, the Great Compassion of living
selµessly for others follows naturally, as a matter of course.

The mark of the self liberated from self-attachment is an undifferenti-
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ated love for all things, like God’s making the sun to shine and the rain to
fall on the good and the bad without discriminating. This liberation from
judgment of good and evil points to an emptying out of self. It is not like the
detached, disinterested view of scienti³c objectivity, which abstracts from
the human and also from the concrete reality of the things it studies in order
to ³nd the laws that govern reality. It is a religious indifference that func-
tions not from principle but from the immediate encounter with the con-
crete reality of this evil person and that good one. It was only in this sense
that he was prepared to recognize the importance of working passionately
for what one believes in as an essential dimension of religion. In his terms,
along with what Zen calls Great Faith and Great Doubt, we cannot not for-
get the ingredient of Great Anger. By this he does not mean mere fury or
animosity, but a passionate overµowing of no-self.

This ambiguity towards the ethical dimension of religion affects Nishi-
tani’s critique of science and technology as well as his revised view of his-
tory, to which questions we may turn next.

62 science and nature. In condensing Nishitani’s
views on science, we have to understand that his context was de³ned by the
overcoming of nihilism, whose advent and consequences he saw at the heart
of the modern world; and by the fact that Christianity was both the womb
of science and its chief antagonist. His views were framed, accordingly, in
terms of a face-off between religion and science in which the latter had swal-
lowed up the former. While he will agree in principle that some kind of a
convergence of the two is necessary, in practice he was more given to the cri-
tique of science and its visible effects than to making positive steps towards
an alternative understanding of science, and not at all given to examining
trends in the philosophy of science that took that next step and has strug-
gled with concrete ethical questions. 

Nishitani’s critique of science has three aspects, which come and go
freely in his writings on the subject and all of which need to be kept in mind
at all times. First is the idea that science itself is a critique of all former
modes of thought, challenging their survival and at the same time forcing
them to deeper reµection on their own biases:

We must have the courage to admit that the spiritual basis of our existence,
that is, the ground from which all the teleological systems in religion and
philosophy up to now have emerged and on which they rested has been com-
pletely destroyed, once and for all. Science has descended upon the world of
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teleology like an angel with sword, or rather a new demon.… The problem
here is one of philosophical conscience inquiring existentially and essentially
into what science is, …submitting to science as to a ³re with which to purge
and temper traditional religions and philosophies.

It is not only the remarkable achievements science has brought that give it
this critical power, but the fact that its claims against prescienti³c thinking
are so often well-founded, as well as the fact that it has constellated the basic
questions of life in a new form from which no philosophy or religion can
claim exemption.

Second, just as nihilism needs to be overcome from within nihilism
itself, and ethics from within the enigma of ethics itself, so the scienti³c
mode of thought that lies at the core of nihilism must be made to face and
break through its own limitations. If the scienti³c standpoint were lived to
the full, Nishitani suggests, as a total and exclusive way of being in the
world, it would soon enough run up against the fundamental questions of
human existence before which its powers would collapse. At this point, it
must not turn back but cast itself into the dark night of its own irrelevance
in order to resurrect in another, more self-conscious, form. 

Third, science needs to be submitted to the critique of a religion and
philosophy grounded on a standpoint that transcends both science and its
own respective traditions. Such a standpoint is to be found, at the cross-
roads of the natural world and the no-self, in what Nishitani calls—return-
ing to an idea he had introduced in his early work on elemental subjectiv-
ity— “naturalness.” It is here that he sees the philosophy and religion of the
east making a distinctive contribution.

This three-dimensional critique of science is seen by Nishitani as a
chapter in the history of self-awareness. Though it is ultimately only the
individual who can advance to self-awareness, the process must begin from
within the setting of a scienti³c and “mechanized” world, by making that
world, such as it is, a problem of the inner life. “The essence of science,” he
says, “is something to be brought into question in the same realm where the
essence of the human becomes a question to human beings themselves.”
Technology is, of course, a fact of modern life, but it is also a state of mind,
and for the philosopher this is the primary concern. What has happened is
that the mindset of technology has led to a rationalization of external society,
in its work and in its human relationships, in such a way as to erase the human
from the picture—or rather, to think of it in mechanistic paradigms—with
the result that it has brought about the exact reverse in the inner life: a dera-
tionalization in which people no longer think about what is happening to
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them. In effect, the certitudes of science have become the new dogma of an
unreµected faith. Questioning the foundations of these certitudes begins
from a recognition of how we came to believe in them in the ³rst place.

The opposition of scienti³c rationality to the irrationalities of religion
fractured the mythical view of the world—a single world in which God, self,
and world interpenetrated and even interchanged each other’s identities.
Western philosophy, Nishitani claims, has not been able to stop the two
from “stabbing each other in the heart” but all along has kept up the illusion
of being able to live in two worldviews at the same time. Prior to the
Enlightenment and the emergence of modern science, the idea of God as the
author of ultimate truth served to join secular and religious knowledge.
When science dispensed with God, the unity collapsed. The effort to recon-
cile religious dogmas with scienti³c explanations is an attempt to restore
this unity at the level of rational understanding. The more basic problem,
for Nishitani, is the split between opposing ways of Existenz or being human
in the world represented by religion and science. What has happened is that
instead of allowing this problem to µower into full frustration, a new form
of humanism has arisen, bring calm to the situation by focusing on the
meaning of human life and leaving the world of nature to science. It is this
separation of the human from nature that Nishitani ³nds deluded, both
because it is not as peaceful a coexistence as it seems and because it glosses
over the opportunity to face a more basic question brought to the surface by
the clash of worldviews.

In the shift of the source of authority from tradition to expertise and
scienti³c method, then, the image of the human underwent a radical change
along with the idea of nature. The self detached itself from unity with God
and world to assert its independence. A different way of “seeing and being”
in the world arose, what Nishitani calls, recalling again his early work on
elemental subjectivity, the rise of “the awareness of subjectivity.” The turn
to modernity meant a drive to get to the core of the human, casting off the
outer shell of religious authority as an “unnecessary accessory.” 

Meantime, in the mechanized world of science, nature had been
rede³ned as energy. Only by abstracting from the traditional and symbolic
value of things in nature could technology advance to the most ef³cient
manipulation of the nature world. Water, for instance, which had meant
different things at the same time and in the same culture to the tea master,
the poet, and the religious person, is rede³ned in scienti³c culture as a
“source of energy” to the exclusion of all other meanings. As the idea of
nature was thus adjusted to the ends of the new worldview, it was necessar-
ily dehumanized. Along with religious and cultural meanings, all subjective
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signi³cance was drained off in order that it could be understood and con-
trolled. This ongoing process of “mechanization,” as Nishitani liked to call
it, did not simply run parallel with the “humanization” of the interior life; it
competed with it until it had taken over. Subjectivity, in effect, retreated
from nature.

The alienation of the subject from nature is not simply the result of sci-
enti³c method having gotten the upper hand. It has become an accepted way
of life, so that even the wonders of the natural world drive us back deeper
into our own frustrated selves. The following passage from a late lecture,
though somewhat broken in the transcript, makes the point clearly:

Humans are born from the world of nature, which means that nature is part
of their very existence. They are like each tree or each blade of grass, like the
birds and the beasts: no matter how much one looks at them, there is no
explaining why they are or what they mean. But humans, unlike the rest of
nature, came to form themselves into societies…. The urban life in which we
pass our days is a world that has room only for things that can be under-
stood. We have gotten used to this world. Its shallowness became second
nature to us, and as a result our minds grew shallow and narrow, giving rise
to discontent and dissatisfaction. Since no return to nature could provide an
answer, we turned around and grew discontent with nature itself.

The consequence is that the subjective awareness that was gained with
the emergence of the scienti³c worldview began to be eroded. Not only the
world of nature, but also the human itself became an object of increasing
mechanization, both directly through science and technology, and indirectly
through the effect of the scienti³c standpoint on the rationalization of social
institutions. Mirroring the words of Buber, though not citing him, Nishitani
argues that our age is turning everyone, and everything, into an “it,” with
the result that the “I” is also turned into an “it”:

If all “yous” completely cease to resist the “I” to the extent that they even
cease to be “yous” any more, the standpoint of the “I” also evaporates at the
same time. “I” becomes the dominant power in a world of power.… As
everything becomes an “it” to be freely manipulated and controlled, the
humans who do the manipulating have their quality as subjects taken away.
Subjective awareness suffers a gradual degeneration under the sway of the
technological.

At the same time, the weakening of the self and the objecti³cation of
nature cloaks a subtle anthropocentricism in science. Despite its mechanis-
tic view of the human, the scienti³c mode of thought has allied itself with
economics and philosophy in settling on the human, individual and social,
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as the measure of all things. Where one set of human traits had once been
projected on to the world of the gods, another set is now projected on to the
world of nature. The natural world is carved up into individual items that
become kinds of “abstract subjects” that “function” in a law-regulated com-
munity of other subjects. In this sense the Christian myth of the cosmos
centered on the human as the crown of creation and ruled over by a per-
sonal God continues to nourish science from the roots, despite the surface
antagonisms. 

The east did not produce out of itself either the scienti³c culture of the
west or the idea of subjective awareness that is the foundation of western
democracy. The former Nishitani sees as having its origins in Greek culture,
the latter in the personal relationship with God in Christianity. The science
and subjectivity we see in the world today run counter to their origins, even
though the “fatal af³nity” remains like a stiff muscle that refuses to relax. In
such circumstances a return to the origins—such as we see in the Renais-
sance or Reformation—will not suf³ce, since the origins themselves have
become problematic. Nishitani reckons that eastern culture may be of some
help in regaining the pristine meaning of Greek and Christian culture by see-
ing something in it that western eyes have missed, namely the non-subjec-
tive, non-objective, primary “naturalness” of nature.

In the east we see the pristine “naturalness” that objectifying, functional
thinking has come to trivialize as romantic and irrational. The naturalness
of nature as a whole and of everything in it is that of something that is “as it
is and of itself.” Not by outside force of law or will, or by any inner necessity
of an underlying substance, but just simply by its “suchness.” There is no
“self” in either the personal or impersonal sense—just a “self-nature.” In
place of the duplicity of essence and existence that both science and subjec-
tivity rely on, nature is a unicity of nature. As a consequence of the duplic-
ity, each thing has its own “framework of being” so that it cannot be any
other, as reµected in the logical law of noncontradiction. In the unicity of
“natural being” there is no such framework, and this means that what are
“essentially” two can be seen as “naturally not two.” This, in a word, is what
Nishitani proposes as the standpoint from which to carry out the three-
dimensional critique of science.

63 time and history. For many, if not most, of Nishi-
tani’s western readers, the chapters on time and history in Religion and
Nothingness are the most dissatisfying because of their irrelevance to lived
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history. What has to be remembered here, however, is that a large part of
the reason for his apparent abstraction of history from the concrete actuality
it normally has, is that his only serious attempts to do otherwise were in his
political philosophy and particularly in the Chðõkõron discussions. The
abstraction is, I believe, as clear a sign as we have that Nishitani wishes
deliberately to distance himself from that earlier thinking. In fact, already in
1949 he had altered his use of the term “philosophy of history” to remove its
political implications and make it refer instead to the pure search for a
metaphysical ground to human existence. The result is a far more valuable
contribution to Kyoto-school philosophy than his earlier orientations
would have ever produced.

In the Chðõkõron discussions he had talked of the absence of history in
the east in the sense that the transhistorical and the historical have tradi-
tionally been one, in contrast to western historicism, which separates the
two. He recommended then, in a passing remark, that “overcoming histori-
cism seems to work better if it proceeds by way of historicism.” This was to
be the starting point for a revised idea of history. 

For Nishitani, the normal ways of looking at history, as an endless cycle
of repetitions or as a linear advance into an indeterminate future, are nei-
ther of them adequate because each represents only one aspect of time. Nor
does any attempt to combine them into the sense of a spiral progression
that continually recapitulates as it moves ahead get to the true nature of his-
tory. All of these view the making of history from the standpoint of being.
He proposes a view from the standpoint of a dynamic nothingness in which
time and becoming are seen as the self-emptying of reality. This will take
some explaining, though the basic insight is a simple one.

He begins from Arnold Toynbee’s contrast of history east and west.
Christian theology has carried the idea of linear time through the history of
western philosophy by accepting its fundamental form of an in³nite past
advancing into an in³nite future and at the same time trying to complement
that idea of time with an idea of eternity that transcends the temporal, his-
torical world. What it sees as eternity, however, is allowed to break into the
immanence of history only on condition that it submit to the absoluteness
of unidirectional time. Time was originally the creation of God, but its
essence is such that God rules over it only by becoming a player in its story,
that is, as a dramatis persona. This idea of time thus reduces the idea of eter-
nity to a mere in³nity stretching in both directions. This creates a kind of
“optical illusion” in which one strains to explain history by looking back to
the mind of God before the beginning of the story and ahead beyond its
end. But the actual meaning of history unfolds within the drama itself and is
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therefore centered on the action of the individuals who make it up, includ-
ing God.

Eastern ideas of time, including the Buddhist way of thinking, instead
tend to be circular or cyclical. The order of things is entirely impersonal,
and its meaning undetermined by any overarching story. This gives it its
own internal contradiction. On the one hand, since meaning becomes a
function of the human intellect and will, history is open. On the other, since
meaning cannot alter the nature of history’s universal indetermination, the
individual self is absorbed into the universal and deprived of any novel con-
tribution. Unlike Christian history, this view is centered on nature rather
than on the self.

Nishitani accepts the view of western history as accurate, but claims that
Toynbee has read a western bias into the eastern view. It is in correcting that
bias that Nishitani offers his own view. He sees the present moment not as a
point in a progression, be it circular or linear, but as an opening to the
“homeground” of time itself, in which not only past and future, but all the
meaning of history has its elemental, and in³nitely renewable, source. The
passage cited above (§55) of connection with the past through a bowl of rice
is one example of this. In that same context he speaks of the appropriation
of the wisdom of the great ³gures of the past as a way of transcending his-
tory from within history. 

In overcoming the apparently stiµing impact of a circular view of time,
he claims, Christianity has in fact served science with the tools for an
anthropocentric objectivity that locates the meaning of things in the story of
their genesis and their effects. Already from the time of the European
Enlightenment it was clear that this worldview would one day undermine
Christianity, and the rise of secular nihilism has borne this out. (At the same
time, he acknowledges that this view of history has given a foothold from
which to wrestle with the problems of the present, which Buddhism has not
yet found.) Not even Nietzsche’s attempt to bend time back on itself in eter-
nal recurrence can overcome this problem because it, too, leaves the human
as the sole center of time and telos of history.

If the nihilism built into the modern view of history is to be overcome,
it can only be by a return to the origin of history itself. The point of return is
the present moment, or the “eternal now” as he calls it, borrowing the
phrase of Kierkegaard that Nishida and Tanabe had also made use of. In the
here and now, “directly underfoot of the present,” past and present are both
transcended and made simultaneous—without destroying the temporal
sequence just as it is. The pattern is familiar: the same nothingness disclosed
in the world of being without annihilating that world is here discovered in
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the essence of time. Only eternity can ground the in³nity of time, just as
only nothingness can ground the world of being. It is not that there is
another world outside time called eternity, but that the world of time and
being is the self-emptying of absolute emptiness. Emptiness is history, his-
tory is emptiness. 

64 god. As we have seen with so many of the other ideas
Nishitani takes up—nihilism, self, interpersonal relationship, ethics, science,
history—Nishitani neither simply rejects traditional ideas he wants to
rethink nor does he simply modify them in the light of his own standpoint.
Rather, he tries to think ideas through to the point where they collapse
before what they are trying to express, and at the point of collapse disclose
what had been neglected. What he calls “breakthrough” always implies a
rebirth, not only of the self but also of that which has been broken
through. From there he begins his reconstruction, relativizing what had
gone before in the light of this disclosure. The similarities to Nishida’s idea
of “transdescending” negation to af³rmation and Tanabe’s “absolute cri-
tique” are evident. What comes through more strongly in Nishitani than in
his predecessors is the existential dimension of this way of approaching a
question.

Whether or not this method always works, and one has the sense that
the assumption of its applicability is more tacit than examined at times, it is
Nishitani’s way of recognizing the authority of tradition without being
bound to that authority. The same holds true of his treatment of God,
which too many of his commentators have seen as a simple rejection of the
Christian God in favor of a God fashioned in the image and likeness of
absolute nothingness. It is probably more accurate to say that his inquiry
into the idea of God sharpened his idea of absolute nothingness, and indeed
provided an ontological grounding for his existential method of dealing
with traditional ideas: not only rational reµection, but all of reality is by
nature self-emptying.

It is clear that Nishitani rejects the traditional western idea of divine
transcendence, but he does not reject the idea of God or the possibility of
transcendence altogether. Rather, he insists that it is necessary for Christian-
ity itself. And in working out his argument for a reform of the Christian
notion of God, Nishitani is not simply wagging a Buddhist ³nger in the
direction of Christian doctrine and asking it to wake up to rational criticism
and modern philosophy. Rather, he is wrestling with the problem of God
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with one foot in Christianity and one foot in Buddhism precisely because it
is a problem that opens up into a fundamental human problem for religion,
independently of Buddhism or Christianity. This is true of his writings on
God in general, where what was only implicit in Nishida and Tanabe is
brought into clear relief: a philosophy of absolute nothingness needs the
idea of God as a central ingredient.

The principal reasons for his rejection of divine transcendence we have
already seen. The emergence of the scienti³c worldview brought with it a
freedom of thought from all external authority, which begins with a declara-
tion of independence from God. Christianity has countered the blow to
divine authority by insisting on God’s absolute otherness and transcendence
from the world, and at the same time that this transcendent authority is
omnipresent in the world and in all human activity, including that of rea-
son. The perennial problem of working out an ontological relationship
between God and creatures thus becomes still more acute when it is made to
challenge the autonomy of scienti³c reason, and still more when the princi-
ples that had once ruled unquestioned in daily life, thought, ethics, and
society, fall one by one to the advance of skepticism, secularization, and
atheism.

Unless one believes that the self-awakening of the Enlightenment, sci-
ence, and modernity has all been one gigantic mistake whose time will soon
be spent so that faith can return to its former pride of place, then something
must be done about the fact that the traditional standpoint of Christianity
stands at loggerheads with this “awakened subjectivity of modern man.”
Nishitani is unequivocal on the point:

Christianity cannot, and must not, look on modern atheism merely as some-
thing to be eliminated. It must instead accept atheism as a mediation to a
new development of Christianity itself.

This new development begins with a reassessment of transcendence as that
which “deprives us of a locus to stand in self-existence, a locus where we can
live and breathe.”

Throughout western intellectual history, the omnipresence of the
transcendent God in history has risen up like a great iron wall that one can-
not get around. It rises up before us and presses on us the constant
reminder that creatures cannot be God. “Insofar as God is the one and only
absolute being, all other things consist fundamentally of nothingness.” No
appeal to the analogy of being can compensate for the fact that we have been
created not from the same stuff as God but ex nihilo, so that our nothing-
ness is more immanent in us than our being. Nor is the basic imparity
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between God and creatures really overcome by personalizing God and
opening the way for an interpersonal relationship. Such personalizing can
never be complete because God lacks the fundamental nihility that is the
mark of human personhood. A simple atheism that negates the creator does
not eliminate the nothingness, since the experience of nihility is thrown up
to us quite independently of whether we accept the religious doctrines or
not. Better to seek a way through the nothingness with which God’s presence
confronts us.

Though not a historical argument, Nishitani claims that the reason for
personalizing God—or for continuing to keep him a person—is to paint
over the nihility at the core of human existence with an image of harmony
between the world and human existence in it, so that “the meaning and telos
of human existence formed the criteria for the meaning and telos of the
world.” The world is pushed to the periphery and the special qualities of
human existence are put at the center, with the result that God’s place at the
center is secured only by taking on the personhood of the human. Today the
world is back in the picture, and the vertical axis of a personal relationship
between God and humanity is cut across by a horizontal axis that makes the
world spin in a different direction. We can no longer think of our place in
the world as fundamentally personal; we must think of it as material and
biological. 

If the idea of God is to survive, it can only be by ³nding a more funda-
mental impersonality beyond the personality of God. Here again, the point
is not to reject the God of tradition but to reestablish it. And the grounds
for that do not lie in any privileged access to knowledge of the nature of
divinity but in a recognition of the self-attachment at the core of our image
of God. The mark of liberation from self, as we saw earlier, is an undifferen-
tiated love for all things, like God’s making the sun to shine and the rain to
fall on the good and the bad without discrimination. It is that image of God,
of a lover who is “impersonal” in the noblest sense of the term, that he urges
on Christianity: a person “that appears out of what cannot itself be called
personal and does not entail any con³nement of self-being.” At the same
time, just as the awakening to true selfhood beyond self-attachment is a par-
adigm for how reality as such works, so the image of God must conform to
that paradigm. In a word, Nishitani’s treatment of God as an impersonal
person is part of a wider reappropriation of the idea of God. The basis of
this rethinking—to massively simplify an idea he turned around and around
in his head for most of his life—is what the mystics called “the God beyond
God” and what he called “an absolute nothingness reaching a point beyond
even God.” 
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The reexamination begins with the idea of the creation of the world ex
nihilo. This nihilum that is elemental in the human, and that at ³rst
encounter seems to be no more than a meaningless nihility, is not a total
negation of all meaning but only a negation of meaning that has been cen-
tered on the self as the telos of life. Put the other way around, its meaning
lies in the af³rmation of a self not attached to, and not centered in, itself.
The nothingness beyond God of which the world is made is also the noth-
ingness out of which God works. It is more absolute than God, not in the
sense that God becomes its creature but in the sense that the elemental
nature of a thing is more absolute than any particular manifestation of it.
From his early years Nishitani was caught up in Eckhart’s idea of the “god-
head” as pointing to just this idea of an elemental divinity from which all
activity of God proceeds and to which all our ideas and images of God must
return for rejuvenation. 

It is also and at the same time the point to which the self returns in
quest of its own true nature:

The nihility of creatio ex nihilo may be spoken of as a simple relative nothing-
ness… Truly free existence can only be posited on and rooted in absolute
nothingness. This, it seems to me, is the kind of nothingness Eckhart has in
mind when he says, “The ground of God is the ground of my soul; the
ground of my soul is the ground of God.”

…

He calls this the “desert” of the godhead. Here the soul is completely
deprived of its egoity. This is the ³nal ground of the soul, its bottomless
ground. Although it marks the point at which the soul can for the ³rst time
return to be itself, it is at the same time the point at which God is in himself.
It is the ground of God.

Thus the nature of God—which is at the same time the elemental nature of
the world of being and of human existence in it—is absolute nothingness,
and the nature of absolute nothingness is the absence of all substance or self.
Hence that nature is most manifest where self is emptied out.

The principal image of this in Christianity Nishitani ³nds in the self-
emptying of God in Jesus, what Paul’s hymn in the epistle to the Philippians
(2: 6–11) calls kenõsis. Nishitani distinguishes the kenõsis of God from the
ekkenõsis of Christ. By the former he sees it as the nature of God to be self-
negating, empty of self; by the latter he understands a deliberate and free
choice to act in accord with that nature. Thus we say that God is love and in
Christ God loves. If the latter is an act of self-emptying, the former is a fur-
ther emptying of emptiness beyond will. In this way God, the godhead, and

248 Philosophers of Nothingness



Christ are taken out of the frame of reference of a personal, anthropocentric
view of world and relocated in the spontaneous, natural state of sam„dhi in
which things and persons are what they are and do what they do from a
standpoint empty of self.

Nishitani was fond of citing to theologians who would come to visit
him Paul’s statement that “It is no longer I who live but Christ who lives in
me” (Gal. 2: 20) and turning it into a kõan to ask, “Who is talking here?”
The question, and the answer, rest on a Buddhist reading of God as no-self.
What he seems to have wanted in reply was a recovery of the mystical search
for God by letting go of God. 

65 the embodiment of awareness. Beginning with
Religion and Nothingness Nishitani takes ever longer Buddhist strides in his
treatment of philosophical themes. It was only after completing the last
chapter of that book that he was to publish his ³rst essay on Zen, “Zen and
Science.” But once he had taken that step he gained in con³dence to deal
directly with the texts of the Zen tradition, culminating in two volumes of
commentary on Dõgen’s Shõbõgenzõ running to over 830 pages. This is not
to say that he was simply applying Zen ideas to the philosophical questions.
Beginning with the central idea of emptiness, these were borrowed concepts
that he rethought and transformed in a philosophical context. In this sense,
his interest is less in clarifying Zen for rational discourse than, as Horio Tsu-
tomu, one of his leading disciples, has said, “in breaking through those ideas
to pressure them to a new position.” 

In general, Nishitani cites the western mystics in their talk about experi-
ence or its ineffability. When he wants to talk of the ineffable experience
itself, he prefers to cite examples from Zen and the Chinese classics. He
states his reason succinctly:

If silence is golden, then Zen may be called an alchemy that transforms all
things into gold by purifying them in the ³re of the negation of all words and
letters, names and concepts, logical methods and theoretical systems. Zen is,
so to speak, an anti-ontological alchemy.

This may be said of the way he uses Zen in his own thinking. Zen examples
fall into his texts fresh off the tree. After chewing the dried fruits of his
philosophical arguments, they taste all the sweeter, at least until he inter-
rupts the savoring to let us know that they are really the same thing in dif-
ferent form. What is more, Zen seems to preserve its traditional authority
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because of its detachment from established authority. Like the gold that was
the standard of the alchemical opus, Zen remains a standard because of its
elusiveness and its commitment to break through all reasoning about and
imagination of the “one great matter” of the true self. 

At the same time, as we have seen, this activity of breaking through was
not an end in itself. The purpose of Zen imagery and discipline was always a
coming to awareness. It is like the eagle driving a small bird high into the
sky by µying circles around it, and when the air has become too rare³ed for
its prey to breathe and µap its wings, clutches it at the moment it is about to
fall. Its dependence on its prey, we might say, is its way of keeping itself
from trying to soar over itself. So, too, the body and the images it feeds to
consciousness are a way of keeping the pursuit of the true self tied to the
everyday.

In a late series of lectures, completed when Nishitani was seventy-³ve
years old, this theme ³gures strongly. He explains that if there is no sub-
stance to things and the self but all is change and becoming, then even the
words and ideas we use to capture things are empty of substance. In fact, he
suggests, it is words and concepts as much as anything that created the idea
of substance in the ³rst place and hold it in place.

This naturally leads us to ask what can carry the weight of the mani-
fested world in reason if not words and ideas. In a late essay completed sev-
eral years after these lectures, he suggests that at the standpoint of emptiness
the world is reconstituted in its immediacy as “image” that is grasped not by
feeling or thinking but in a “sensing” that includes both. As we have seen,
just as the overcoming of nihilism does not entail the erasure of nihility but
only the erasure of the anxiety connected with it—an af³rmation of the
nihility in the negation of the anxiety—so, too, the world does not simply
cease to exist in awakening to nothingness but is reaf³rmed just as it is,
while our idea of it passes away. The world, he now suggests, “becomes
image” on a ³eld of emptiness. This “imaging” is not the work of the ordi-
nary imagination in which the subject reproduces the world mentally. It is
the work of emptiness making itself manifest in awareness while transcend-
ing the subject-object world. 

Nishitani likens the imaging of the world to the “empty sky” (a meta-
phor that is also adopted in Buddhist texts), in the sense that it is both visi-
ble and yet opens up into an invisible, in³nite expanse. This unity of an in³-
nitely open reality and the manifold of appearances it takes in the world of
being points to a kind of inner landscape of awareness. It is here that we
speak of knowing things by becoming them. At the same time, we might
add, it broadens the notion of viewing the world in double-exposure, which
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previously had the negative connotation of seeing through to the transience
of the things of life, to give it a positive sense as well.

Using an image to talk about images, Nishitani says that in imaging, the
thing and our knowing it are one, much as the chirping of a cicada—or even
talk about the chirping of a cicada—calls up the image of the cicada, which
is neither the cicada itself nor our knowing, but the “immediately given”
point at which these two intersect. Seen in this light, ordinary knowing that
sees the knower as standing in one spot and the known fact in another is
overcome. In imaging, the external, stubborn facticity of a thing, its “being,”
is, as it were, “relocated” to a common ground at which it becomes “trans-
parent,” showing its true form while maintaining its “place” in the world of
being as a fact:

It is as if an inner landscape hidden in “being” were opened up. This is the
basis for seeing facts themselves “from within.” Basically, this relocation con-
stitutes a shift from a real “fact” to its image. Or rather, it means that from
within the “fact” an image that is one with it shows its individual form as
image.

For Nishitani this imaging is not merely the work of consciousness, or
work done on consciousness, but is an awareness in emptiness. Returning to
the expanse of sky—which, incidentally, is written with the same Chinese
character as that for emptiness—he asks us to think of someone lying on the
ground and looking up. The sky above, though too expansive to be con-
verted into a concrete image itself, seems to offer a ³eld on which empti-
ness, the body that holds the images of the reality that the sky embraces, and
the earth to which the body belongs, intersect. In other words, the sensing
of an image represents an awakening to the fact that emptiness is the ele-
mental source of all things, embracing them and permeating them through
and through. He is thus able to use imaging as a way to recon³rm the tran-
sition from fact and idea interpenetrating each other to the interpenetrating
of all things beyond all reasoning. It is, he says, like a recovery of original
“chaos” behind the uni³ed “cosmos.”

The body that “holds” images of the world in their true, empty form is
not body in the ordinary sense of the physical body, but more like a corpo-
real life that includes but is not limited to the skinbound individual. It is not
susceptible to scienti³c investigation but neither is it a merely spiritual
metaphor. It is the sense in which the full appropriation of insight—Nishi-
tani introduces a term that means “bodily recognition”—belongs to the
entirety of the living self because that living self belongs to the world around
it. The body is that which breaks through the skin of the private individual
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to relate to the environment around it. In this way attention to the body
does not oblige him to reintroduce the subject-object dichotomy that
awareness on the standpoint of emptiness is intended to overcome. In fact,
it is not in terms of the body-mind duality at all that he treats the body, but
rather in terms of the relation between body and earth. 

To express the unity of bodily self and environment, he borrows a term
Kierkegaard uses in Sickness unto Death to speak of the unity of the self with
its ground, namely that in the body self and environment are “transparent”
to one another

in the sense that no borderlines or partitions are present. This is what makes
it alive. For the self to be alive means that life µows or breathes in the wider
nature…. The fact of one’s being alive means at bottom that there is a point
where the center of the world and the center of the self are one,… a transpar-
ent point through which light can pass freely.… It has no walls, and where a
wall appears it is the doing of the ego.

The idea of the body and the function of the image were never formally
organized by Nishitani, nor did he go beyond these intimations to an inter-
pretation of imagery that would have required some kind of symbolic the-
ory. Numerous passing references in his late lectures to psychology—most
of them, let it be said, to reject various models of the psyche—at least sug-
gest that he recognized the question of the interpretation of images as
deserving serious attention. What is more surprising is the lack of connec-
tion to art and literature, where his ideas would have taken off in a number
of different directions. One has to suppose that, as an old man who had
found a position that basically suf³ced for his inquiry into ultimate ques-
tions, he faced the twilight of his life with the almost ascetical refusal to dis-
tract himself in novelty. 

66 the critique of religion. We may conclude our
account of Nishitani’s philosophy by noting his general orientation to
organized religion, in particular Buddhism and Christianity. Although he
never addressed the subject of institutional religion at any length, comments
that surface here and there in his works and late talks make it clear that he
understood the task of the philosopher as one of recovering for those reli-
gions the soul that they seem to have lost in preoccupying themselves with
doctrinal, ritual, or structural reform. “There is no ‘present age’ in religion,”
he liked to say, “and no religion in the present age.” The relationship
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between science, religion, and nihilism that had formed the heart of all his
work up to Religion and Nothingness yields in his later work to a concern
with turning religion back to the basic human drive from which it ³rst
emerges:

Religious observances and doctrines developed through historical tradition
to give support to religious bodies. But they have to be brought back again to
their source, that is to their roots in the religious needs of people.… Religion
is, after all, a way of living… and this is what religious institutions have to
face ever and again.

The response to this situation will be different for Christianity than for Bud-
dhism.

Apart from the doctrinal developments Nishitani saw necessary if Christ-
ianity is to face the contemporary world, he roundly rejected what he saw as
an abiding intolerance toward other religions. As reprehensible as this is
from the standpoint of simple reason, when the exclusion of the truth of
other faiths passes itself off as a “certitude of faith” it offends the very heart
of religion. “The domain of faith becomes like the court of a despotic
monarch: open upwards to the Absolute one, but closed off downwards in
the direction of the common man.” 

The reconciliation of faith with free thinking in Christian tradition is
crucial precisely because the doctrines in question are too important to be
cloistered in a self-centered dogmatism. For example, protecting the idea of
a universal God from anthropomorphism or intolerance is a concern that
goes beyond the boundaries of Christian theology, because sectarian
³xation on such ideas easily falls into using particular ideas of God to sup-
port private notions of what constitutes the human or even simple national
interests, in both cases human-centered perspectives passing themselves off
as God-centered ones. Although he sees the Christian problem as a type of
problem that traditional religion in general faces, one cannot help feeling
that beneath his complaints of Christianity’s failure to reexamine itself he
felt a deep personal disappointment. This is borne out by the clear affection
he shows for so many of the great Christian ideas and images that were so
important to him in his own life.

As for Japanese Christianity, he saw it as a kind of “hothouse” religion,
“having no contact and even isolating itself from the actual life of Japan” in
order to keep its western form intact. He is not concerned with the extent to
which western colonialism may be behind this, but only with the lack of a
Japanese response to Christianity. In particular, he notes the lack of atten-
tion to Japanese ideas and sentiments toward the world of nature. At the
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same time, he sees the failure of “inculturation” in the Christian community
as belonging to a more general malaise of the gradual alienation of the
Japanese from their own cultural heritage.

Buddhism, meantime, though out in the open air of Japan, had got
stuck in outdated institutional forms of funerary rites and temple transfer-
ence, so that its temples are no longer a place of religious practice primarily.
Its response to the arrival of nihilism was one of “simply passivity.” So seri-
ous a problem was this, he predicted, that “if a reform of Buddhist institu-
tions is not brought about, Buddhism will soon fade away.” Lest one think
that he is introducing a different brand of exclusivism in his claim that
Christianity needs to become Japanese, he makes a contrary claim equally
strong against Buddhism for its failure to open up to the rest of the world.
This is complicated by the fact that Japanese Buddhism, he says, lacks the
ability of European Christianity to see how its own distinctiveness is
enhanced, rather than menaced, by its opening up into a more universal
perspective. “Only when Buddhism becomes a world Buddhism,” he pre-
dicts, “will it be brought back to life in the hearts of the Japanese people of
today and in the future.”

Buddhism also comes in for criticism over its doctrinal rigidity and sec-
tarianism, at the very time that it “exerts practically no inµuence on life in
society.” He calls for a “Buddhist theology” to rethink the idea of the Bud-
dha as well as the meaning of the death of the Buddha. Compared with the
lively debate in Christian theological circles, “Buddhism, in its present tepid
and inactive state, almost seems to be like a kind of geological relic from the
past.” This criticism of Buddhism for a lack of self-reµection extends to the
absence of a clear ethic to respond to changes in the world of economics and
politics, of a clear sense of historical consciousness, and a direct confronta-
tion of tradition with problems of science and technology. 

Thus he sees reform needed for both—like the great reform of Kamakura
Buddhism or the changes that occurred in Christianity as it spread to the
Hellenic and Roman worlds. Both need to face Japan as it is today and take
on a new form. Nishitani considered himself a Buddhist, but not in a tradi-
tional, sectarian form nor in the general Japanese cultural form of plural
af³liations. His affections for Zen and his practice of Rinzai Zen stopped
short at “belonging.” In a 1968 discussion of Tanabe’s thought, he com-
mented on his teacher’s remark about being a gewordener Buddhist and a
werdender Christ saying that as a philosopher he had taken a different position:

I have the impression that I understand Tanabe’s problem very well. I myself
am in a similar situation. I do not feel satis³ed with any religion as it stands,
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and I feel the limitations of philosophy also. So, after much hesitation, I
made up my mind and have become a werdender Buddhist. One of the main
motives for that decision was—strange as it may sound—that I could not
enter into the faith of Christianity and was nevertheless not able to reject
Christianity.

To understand these words, one has to recall that during Zen meditation
one has to transcend religion in all forms, including that of one’s own per-
sonal beliefs. This position seems to have found its way into Nishitani’s
philosophical reµections, and from there back again to his approach to Zen
in its institutional form. 

Even though the religious question itself, the question of the self, is not
tied to any particular religion, Nishitani did recognize advantages that Bud-
dhism and Zen had over Christianity in phrasing this question and in mak-
ing it central. At the same time, he saw that the question is always imbedded
in the history of the religion that poses it, so that for Christianity to try to
simply take over Buddhist ontology—or vice-versa, for Buddhism to take
over Christian ontology—is to miss the point. Only by recovering the pri-
mary question can both of these historical traditions, with their respective
ontologies, be renewed.

That said, the renewal is one in which Christianity and Buddhism can
collaborate to the bene³t of both, provided they accept seriously that what is
ultimately at stake is not the relativization of other traditions to their own
absolute faith, nor even their own self-preservation, but religion itself. 

Given Nishitani’s lifelong interest in religion and the wide use to which he
put his philosophy, it is possible to string together his remarks and make
him sound like a soap-box preacher. But to read his works is to see a ³rst-
rate philosophical mind at work, who took very seriously his discipline and
carried it out with high conscience. Despite his call for openness and its
multifaceted richness, there is a kind of self-enclosed, all-or-nothing quality
to Nishitani’s thinking. One can cite his words as applying to this or that
problem, but his standpoint was too much his own to be taken over by oth-
ers as their own. Indeed, only rarely can the whole of one of his arguments
be taken over. What one can take from his standpoint, though it is far more
dif³cult to do so, is the reverence within philosophy itself for what is written
on the calligraphy penned by D. T. Suzuki and hanging over the portal to
Nishitani’s house: “Ordinary mind.”
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Prospectus 





67placing the kyoto school. As I write, the study of
Kyoto-school philosophy both inside Japan and abroad is alive and well. As
major currents of thought around the world go, it is a small stream, but one
that continues to course swiftly and deep across the wasteland that has long
separated philosophy east and west. The number of younger scholars attracted
to its ideas, the new translations in preparation, the confrontations with
contemporary questions as well as with traditional religious thought—all of
this suggests a vitality in its fundamental inspirations.

Like any “school” of thought, its survival depends on two elements. On
the one hand, the main corpus of its writings needs careful and critical
attention, both in its own right and in conversation with other modes of
thought. On the other, its ideas need to be carried further and into new
directions. In some measure these two elements are inseparable, but in the
case of the Kyoto school the signs of the former are much easier to detect
than those of the latter. Perhaps it is still too early, a mere ten years after the
death of its last principal ³gure, to expect any more. All the same, one has to
wonder whether a new generation of thinkers will ³nd something new to
paint with the three primary colors of Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani on
their palette, and just what that might be; or whether it will all pass quietly
into history as another movement whose time simply came and went.

I do not ask the question in order to predict an answer. But I do think
the foregoing pages warrant some conclusions about the place of these
thinkers in the history of philosophical ideas. One needs to place them not
only to honor their achievement but also in order to know what is the pri-
mary context for teaching their thinking, for criticizing it, and simply for
knowing what to expect of it and what not. 

Set in the context of western philosophy, the Kyoto philosophers need
to be seen as a derivative school of thought. None of them represents the
kind of revolutionary originality we associate with the thinkers who were
most inµuential on them: Kant, Hegel, Nietzsche, James, and Heidegger. At
the same time, neither do they stand out as specialists in the thought of any
of these thinkers. Their contribution to western thought as such was to have
built on what they received, critically and creatively, but without an
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upheaval of the same proportions that we see, for example, in the phenome-
nological and existentialist movements.

That said, their importance to the history of western philosophy sur-
passes that of the neo-Kantians, a major current in Europe at the time
Nishida began his philosophy but also fundamentally a derivative move-
ment. While the sheer volume of material by and about Rickert, Cohen,
Windelband, Natorp, and Cassirer far exceeds what is available on the
Kyoto school, and while their inµuence on later Continental and American
philosophy has been greater, it is my judgment that Nishida, Tanabe, and
Nishitani will be seen to have made the more lasting impact on twentieth-
century philosophy. 

When we widen the horizon to look at the steady inµux of eastern
thought into western intellectual history in the past hundred years, the
stature of the Kyoto school needs to be adjusted. There is nothing—be it
the thought of an individual or a school of thought, be it in oriental studies
or in philosophy strictly speaking—to compare with the appropriation of
eastern ideas into western philosophy that we ³nd in Nishida, Tanabe, and
Nishitani. As tall as they stand in this regard, their contribution to Buddhist
studies, or indeed to oriental philosophy in the traditional sense, is rather
diminished in the western context. I say this as a point of fact, since very lit-
tle attention has been given to the Kyoto school by scholars devoted to the
classical thought and texts of the east. One may argue that the neglect is not
entirely fair and that the Kyoto philosophers could bring some measure of
synthesis to the study of eastern ideas in the west, which has tended to con-
centrate itself in highly specialized scholarship at one extreme and popular
hodgepodge at the other. At least so far, this synthesis has not been. 

But the western context is only half of the picture, if even that. As I
stated at the outset, and as the intervening pages have strained to show,
Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani do not really belong to the history of philos-
ophy as we know it and under the assumptions that have dominated it up
until now. Unless one is prepared to dismiss out of hand the idea of opening
up western philosophy to the standpoint of world philosophy, there is liter-
ally no place to locate the Kyoto school properly. They have positioned
themselves in a place as unfamiliar to the eastern mind as it is to the west-
ern. The question of locating them in effect questions the way we have
located philosophies east and west. In this context, theirs is not a derivative
contribution but something original and revolutionary.

If we assume, at least for the sake of argument, that philosophy needs a
world forum in which Europe and the Americas do not enjoy privilege of
place; that the time has come for the west to accept as part of its philosophi-

260 Philosophers of Nothingness



cal inheritance ideas that have µourished in non-western cultures but
foundered in the west; that the age of isolating traditional eastern thought
from the full weight of western criticism is drawing to an end; and that these
were precisely the working assumptions of the Kyoto-school thinkers; then
one has to conclude that they belong to that tradition of philosophy in-the-
making more properly than any leading movement in western or eastern
philosophy of our day. Of course, having reviewed their achievement, one
may also conclude that they have demonstrated that it is too early to think
in terms of a world philosophy except as a general ideal to be aimed at in the
future. Either way, we cannot locate the Kyoto school without at least asking
that question.

68 studying the kyoto school. Trying to condense a
shelf of heavy volumes into a single essay, as I am only too well aware, risks
misunderstanding. Attempting it three times in the same book makes it
inevitable. Careful arguments are made to look like wild conjecture, the
µavor and nuance that build up an author’s style are pared away to the most
basic ideas in the rawest form. What is worse still, in the time that it takes to
read enough of the material to construct a summary, one’s attention fades
in and out, and the memory of what was read at one sitting often dims
before its place in the wider picture has had time to register.

It is too late to be apologizing for this, but I mention it because it gives
me the chance to µip to the other side of the coin that may not be as obvi-
ous from these pages: there is also in the writings of Nishida, Tanabe, and
Nishitani a fair share of commonplace and ordinary ideas elevated to phi-
losophy by context and language more than by any depth of insight or pre-
cision of argument. I have drawn attention to this only in connection with
certain of their views on culture and politics, but this is by no means all of it.
The fact is, the philosophical genre has not always suited them for clarity of
thinking. There is no substitute for reading the original texts, but one does
have to be prepared to cut through pages of verbose, and to all appearances
pointless, thicket before coming to a clearing where one can stand up and
get the lay of the land again. As often as I have reread dif³cult passages to
my own pro³t and surprise, I have not infrequently come away regretting
the lack of a competent editor. The truth of the matter probably lies some-
where closer to their genius than to my impatience, but having drawn atten-
tion to their distinctive philosophical styles, it is not something I can pass
over without comment.
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That said, there are a number of aspects of Kyoto-school philosophy
that I have let pass but which seem to me to merit further study. Leaving
aside a host of speci³c questions, I would single out three general areas
where adequate research seems to me lacking. 

First of all, we do not have enough knowledge about the relationship
among the three central ³gures considered here, both in terms of the histor-
ical development of their ideas and in terms of comparative thought. Of the
many connections I suggested in the course of this book, most of them lack
documentation or proper analysis. There is no question of the importance
of Nishida and Nishitani, but there are many, and they are a majority in
both Japan and the west, who would prefer to take a detour around Tanabe.
And those who have concentrated on Tanabe have given short shrift to the
interplay of his ideas with those of Nishitani. Everything I have read tells me
this is an unfounded and unfortunate choice.

The inµuence Tanabe’s criticisms had on sharpening Nishida’s thinking
is too obvious (distastefully as those criticisms may have been served up) to
pass over. Conversely, reading Tanabe in the light of Nishida helps to dispel
the image that great blocks of his thinking or expression were idiosyncratic
to him. Tanabe was able to deal with the same ideas in a different way and
give similar expressions a different twist of meaning. Knowing his thought
helps protect Nishida from the image of a solitary genius. At the same time,
Nishitani’s own essays on Tanabe are different from his essays on Nishida.
The former concentrate on the relationship between his two teachers, with a
generous tilt in the direction of Nishida. The latter are an explicit attempt to
appropriate ideas and wrestle with the texts directly. None of them speaks of
the connection of his own ideas to Tanabe’s.

In particular, without Tanabe in the picture, the dimension of social
praxis in the thinking of Nishida and Nishitani remains bound to the µirta-
tions with a Japanism that we ³nd morally unacceptable today. In Tanabe
we at least see a clear call for engagement with the historical world built for-
mally into the philosophy itself, on the same level as the dominant ideas of
Kyoto-school thought. Most attempts simply to integrate one or the other
form of moral philosophy from the western tradition to supplement the
lack in Nishida and Nishitani do so on the assumption that this dimension
is somehow alien to their eastern way of thinking. A closer study of Tanabe’s
ideas, including how their underlying idealis were offended in the practical
applicaiton, could be of great help.

Second, I would welcome some study of the major ideas of the Kyoto
philosophers as metaphors of the ambiguities that marked Japan’s entry
into the modern world. Again, I was able to do no more than hint in this
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direction, as many others before me have done. These half-ideas need to be
gathered up and examined in the light of the history of ideas and the social
changes taking place at the time these thinkers were writing. Without it, we
end up sliding into one of the two available positions, neither of which
seems to me justi³able: to see them as simply mirroring their age uncriti-
cally from the grandstands of academia, or to see them as having tried to
rise above their age to concentrate on transcendental philosophical ques-
tions. There is a vast web of connections between their thinking and the his-
torical changes of the day, much of it unconscious to them but clearer to us
in hindsight, which begs to be used as a hermeneutic to reread their work.

Finally, the role of “experience” in the philosophies of the Kyoto school
and its relationship to the eclipse of “authority” in modernity has yet to be
studied. I would resist the simple idea that the primacy of experience is
more marked in eastern thought and religion—pace Zen—than it has been
in the west. The emergence of the psychology of religion, the arrival of east-
ern spiritualities, and the spiritual vacuum that has carried over from indus-
trial to postindustrial society, are all part of a wider phenomenon of the
shift of authority from the keepers of tradition to a new priesthood of
experts whose paradigm is the scientist. Japan has not been exempt from
this same shift, and it is hardly a coincidence that its philosophical call of
“back to experience” was originally stimulated by the work of James and
Bergson.

The question is whether experience itself is able to provide the founda-
tion of a worldview or of a philosophy as Nishida thought and as Tanabe
and Nishitani basically concurred. It should be clear, at least in their case,
that the withdrawal from historical reality into the problems of interiority,
the “bourgeois” mentality that Tosaka criticized, was not enough to return
them to the historical world. Even if we reject as entirely too simple the
judgment that, in time of crisis, they wrapped their philosophy in the µag,
one has to admit at least that it demonstrated in concrete form the limits of
a philosophy oriented to the contemplative. This is not a matter to be exam-
ined from within the framework of the Kyoto school itself nor from the
framework of a contemporary political agenda, but is a type of a larger ques-
tion to which the school, it seems to me, needs to be exposed critically.

69questions for world philosophy. No doubt much
in the foregoing chapters will have struck many readers, particularly those
conversant with contemporary western philosophy, as interesting hypothe-
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sis but far removed from the currents of intellectual history today. In the
years in which the Kyoto school’s philosophies were taking shape, the philo-
sophical mood was changing in the west. Even continental philosophies
concerned with the same sort of questions have taken a different direction.
The Kyoto school surfaces on the other side of Whitehead, Wittgenstein,
Foucault, Derrida, Habermas, and Gadamer to look like something of an
anachronism. What is more, a great many ideas in the philosophical tradi-
tion out of which Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani worked have been rejected
by advances in science.

Nevertheless, in addition to historical research on the Kyoto school as
such, there are certain questions that emerge from their writings that cannot
be answered from their native context but seem to require an opening of the
very philosophical forum that seems to have marginalized them. Perhaps
only to the degree that such questions are recognized as genuine contribu-
tions from the east that need to be taken up also in the west, can we say that
Kyoto-school thought has found its place in world philosophy. If they end
up being dismissed as “orientalizations” of questions no one is interested in
asking, they have literally nothing to say to the west. If this is indeed what is
at stake, I hesitate to take on myself the burden of identifying just what
those questions might be. But having posed the dilemma, I leave myself no
choice except to at least make an attempt. Once again, I limit myself to three
questions.

To begin with, there is the question of introducing the idea of the no-
self as a subject of moral choice. Any cross section of the religious and intel-
lectual history of the east in which the idea of no-self has ³gured promi-
nently will show that it has always been a polyvalent notion. As a guiding
principle of meditation or ascetic practice aimed at deliverance from the
ordinary self, the idea of no-self can function without directly entailing any
consequences for everyday morality. Conversely, as an ideal of basic human
goodness in daily life, the idea of no-self can be understood as a reminder of
the moral obligation to act selµessly in personal and social relationships
without implying the radical denial of self central to meditation and ascesis.
And when no-self is located in the realm of metaphysical or epistemological
ideas, it takes on other meanings which have no necessary connection either
to the practice of self-liberation or the morality of selµessness, both of which
can function fully without coming to any decision regarding the nature of
subjectivity or the ultimate structure of reality. If we look at the way the idea
actually works in these different settings, this polyvalence may be seen as an
enhancement of our understanding of no-self and need not simply be
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dismissed as a confusion of terminology or a logical failure to reconcile
internal contradictions.

Clearly this was not the way the Kyoto-school philosophers were pre-
pared to handle the idea of the no-self. Rather, they sought the same sort of
singular and univocal meaning that western philosophy has always required
of an idea of the subject. The subject of experience and artistic intuition
could not be described differently from the subject of reµection and knowl-
edge. This, they assumed, led to a higher mode of understanding than a
more phenomenological or operational approach. Put the other way
around, to the extent that such consistency was lacking, the idea was not a
properly philosophical one.

The fact is, however, that the moral aspect of no-self was denied a
proper place in their thought, thus compromising this goal of a univocal
and comprehensive meaning. As we have seen, they simply absorbed the
moral dimension into their general understanding of the subject, reducing
the practice of virtue, along with the notion of practical will, to a question of
experience and knowledge. As we have also seen, none of them clearly states
the univocal de³nition of no-self (or its correlatives, true self and non-ego)
that they were assuming as necessary. The result is an obscuring of the
moral layer of meaning which has historically been at the heart of the idea
of the no-self. My suggestion is that this is not simply a matter of a lacuna in
their own thinking that needs ³lling up, but is a question central to the
encounter of philosophies east and west, without which there will be no sat-
isfactory answer.

Second, there is the question of the relation of self-awareness to the cri-
tique of the anthropocentric view of reality. The challenging of the subject-
object model as an imposition that covers up more of the nature of reality
than it enlightens is, of course, crucial to the thought of all three philoso-
phers. In a sense, the whole of their thinking may be considered an experi-
ment with removing that assumption, and this is carried out uniformly with
regard to each of the traditional thinkers with whom they wrestle. The logic
of locus, the logic of the speci³c, and the standpoint of emptiness all stand
or fall on this critique of tailoring the real to suit the purposes of subject-
centered consciousness. In the process, attention is drawn to cognate ideas
in classical philosophy—albeit generally in more mystical and esoteric
thinkers or in the world of art and literature—that they try to move from
the periphery to the center. 

At the same time, again and again it has been noted in these pages how
the idea of a self-awareness without a subject was made to function as a par-
adigm for the structure of reality itself. Because this connection is not
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directly questioned, let alone justi³ed, much of the anthropomorphism that
is thrown out the front door returns creeping in through the back. The
progress of the individual towards awareness is measured in terms of its lib-
eration from self-centeredness and its resignation to the reality of things just
as they are. Moreover, the selµess “subject” of this progress is said itself to
transcend the skinbound individual person and to show the working of real-
ity. In other words, the real is most fully real when it reaches consciousness,
a consciousness in its purest form but a consciousness nonetheless. Since
there is no question of a self-awareness in the inanimate world, or even in
the world of nonhuman sentient beings, the human is set more ³rmly at the
center of reality than it is in the subject-object model.

The problem raises an important and unresolved question that it seems
to me the philosophy of the Kyoto school is better able to phrase than their
western counterparts, namely, the limits of the overcoming of anthropocen-
tricism in consciousness. If no-self is a cipher for the ideal of the most radi-
cally detached, liberated, and awakened state that the human individual can
attain, the value of this state needs to be clari³ed relative to other states of
existence. Otherwise there is no way of assessing what is worth sacri³cing to
attain it and what greater values there are to which it may have to be
sacri³ced. Even if one grants, as the Kyoto school seems to require that we
do, that philosophy is, after all, about the awakening of the human individ-
ual, this only pushes the question a step further back, forcing us to ask what
value the pursuit of philosophy has relative to the rest of reality. Even before
one gets to the moral implication of the relative importance of human sur-
vival and well-being in the larger picture of reality, the epistemological
question of whether and to what extent the anthropocentric assumption is a
necessary condition for the possibility of knowing reality has to be articu-
lated more clearly than it has been so far.

A third question they have left us has to do with a radically depersonal-
ized and relativized notion of God. Looking back over the way Nishida,
Tanabe, and Nishitani deal with God, we see two different ideas running
throughout their works, both of which use the same word without
quali³cation. On the one hand there is the Christian idea of God, who
belongs irrevocably to being and whose absoluteness, therefore, has to be
seen as relative to the true absolute of nothingness. On the other, there is
their own reformed idea of God as an image of nothingness locked away
from recognition by doctrinal assumptions but transparent to the philoso-
pher who does not share these assumptions or the commitment to reality as
being.

These two ideas cross paths occasionally, most notably in references to a
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kenotic theology of “self-emptying,” which suggests a Christian idea of God
as a no-self that approaches absolute nothingness. This crossing falls less
hard on western ears today than it did when they began writing about it.
The contemporary philosophy of religion, as well as more and more theolo-
gians sympathetic to the philosophical critique of the past century, have
broken with the idea that the search for truth in scriptural tradition requires
a literal interpretation of the foundational ideas, including the idea of God.
The approach to religious truth as symbols pointing to basic and intangible
impulses in our common human nature, to particular experiences that fall
outside of normal patterns of relationships with the world or other persons
in it, or to some form of moral or intellectual task that needs to be worked
on and appropriated by the individual in order to become “true,” has loos-
ened the previously unassailable connection between God and being.

This means that the ambiguity in the Kyoto philosophers due to their
parallel ideas of God—their own and classical Christian ideas—has in fact
become a mainline question for the west as well, and that the possibility of
transferring the weight of “God exists” to “God is nothingness” is no longer
as farfetched as it once seemed. And precisely because it means this, it also
means that the notion of God, whether understood metaphysically or sym-
bolically, can serve as a focal point to bring criticisms from the philosophy
of being to bear more directly on the question of the adequacy of a pure
philosophy of nothingness.

70 the encounter between buddhism and christi-

anity. The three questions I have singled out above—the no-self as moral
subject, the limits of the anthropocentric, and the detachment of God from
being—can hardly be said to have found their way into western philosophy.
But they are among the many ideas from the Kyoto-school tradition that
have stimulated discussion between Buddhist and Christian scholars, partic-
ularly in Japan. Since this has been one of the principal forms in which their
thought has gained attention outside of Japan during the past twenty years,
it is worth pausing a moment to consider the factors that combined to bring
this about.

Nishida and Tanabe did not themselves take part in or encourage for-
mal discussions with Buddhists or Christians regarding their religious ideas.
For one thing, the practice of such “dialogue” was almost unheard of at the
time. For another, they would probably have felt uncomfortable represent-
ing either tradition or brokering an encounter from neutral, philosophical
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ground. I do not think it fair to say that what they offer is a religion beyond
religion, any more than interreligious dialogue takes that as its aim. At the
same time, the idea that parties professing different faiths might step away
from the traditional doctrinal formulations of their profession in order to
discuss them from an alternative religious or philosophical perspective
would hardly have struck them as irreligious. One has to think they would
have welcomed it. Still, their commitment to philosophy was such that they
could not conceive of religious doctrine other than as philosophical ideas.

Things were different with Nishitani, who was more openly committed
to Buddhism and who lived to see the birth of its dialogue with Christianity
in Japan. Not only did he welcome invitations to participate as a Buddhist,
he saw it as a concrete response to the spirit of exclusiveness and authoritar-
ianism that had long infected Buddhism and Christianity alike. Though I
think the ideas of the Kyoto school would have found their way quickly into
the dialogue in Japan in any case, the fact that Nishitani lent his support was
an important element in the fact that within a few short years it reached a
high level and attracted serious attention in academic circles.

The complaint that Christianity’s turn to intellectual dialogue with
Buddhism is simply the old, expansionist proselytism with the lining turned
out is off the mark. Even the slimmest of acquaintance with the facts will
show that at least as many Christians have drifted away from the church as
have been drawn into it as a result of these encounters, and that in either
case the numbers are insigni³cant. On the other hand, insofar as the criti-
cism is aimed at the spread of patterns of self-understanding, attitudes
toward doctrine, and ethical agenda that are promoted as transcending any
speci³c religion but in fact are more strongly rooted in Christian tradition
than in any other, caution is completely warranted. This is not the case with
the Kyoto school, however, and this has to be considered another of the rea-
sons for the attractiveness of its ideas as a stimulus to dialogue.

Since the seventeenth century, when Leibniz and others took an interest
in the reports sent back to Europe by Jesuit missionaries in China of Confu-
cian thought, these traditions have remained by and large esoteric to the
western intellectual world. At ³rst the property of a cultural and intellectual
elite, with the emergence of religious studies a new academic elite arose to
claim them in the west. All of this changed in the twentieth century, which
has seen eastern traditions enter the popular history of ideas. Though not
yet part of the philosophical and theological mainstream, through their
introduction into general education in the humanities, and through the fact
that the western world became missionary territory for eastern religions, we
can hardly speak of them as esoteric any longer. There is every indication
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that the west is on the verge of a major upheaval of its traditional spiritual-
ity, if not already well into it, and the wisdom of the east is a major
inµuence. The spectrum of responses from the intellectual establishment
continues to range from the super³cial to the serious, but seems to have had
little impact on the pace of events.

What is interesting is that this incursion of eastern thinking into the
popular imagination was taking place in Europe and the Americas at the
same time as Japan was discovering western philosophy, as if in a mirror-
image of the arrival of eastern thought to the west. In fact, by the time the
Christian lands of the west had at last begun to open to dialogue with the
east, the Kyoto philosophers had already produced a body of literature
based on the interpenetration of the two worlds. And they did it in a way
very different from anything that religious studies in the west had done. 

Aside from the fact that the introduction of the Kyoto school to the
west coincided with a readiness within the Christian world for such a chal-
lenge, the fact that it was posed in a religious but nontheological discourse,
devoid of any confrontation between faith and reason and yet phrased in a
more or less familiar philosophical idiom, meant that their challenge could
speak directly to the religious individual, Buddhist and Christian. In this
sense, it is precisely its difference from ordinary interreligious dialogue that
has made the Kyoto school the stimulus to dialogue that it has been.

Lest too much be read into this, threatening the right to call these
thinkers philosophers, some quali³cation is in order regarding the peculiar,
and at times questionable, approach of the Kyoto-school thinkers to philos-
ophy and religion east and west.

71 philosophy and religion, east and west. In the
opening pages, mention was made of the absence in the Kyoto school of a
distinction between philosophy and religion like that found in the west.
Later we came to see how Tanabe at ³rst resisted the position and then came
to embrace it more enthusiastically than either Nishida or Nishitani. What-
ever their own views in the matter, the reader accustomed to western philos-
ophy can hardly fail to ask at some point whether these thinkers have not in
fact forsaken philosophy for religion. I would suggest that the question can-
not be answered as such, but only deµected, because it hides a fundamental
confusion of categories.

In the same way that Gershom Scholem insists there is no such thing as
“mysticism” beyond tradition but only a Jewish mysticism, a Christian mys-
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ticism, an Islamic mysticism, and so forth, so, too, there is really nothing
like a “philosophy” or a “religion” µoating free of the language, imagery,
and cultural meanings that each uses to express itself. Hence, when we speak
of the Kyoto philosophers as having erased the borderlines between the two,
this must not be understood as something carried out not within a western
context but within a different frame of discourse.

For this reason, the way in which thinkers like Hegel and Jaspers, for
example, can be said to have absorbed religion into philosophy, cannot
directly be compared to the strategy of the Kyoto school. The philosophiz-
ing of religions means one thing in a Judaeo-Christian context and quite
another in a Buddhist one, and both of them are again different from the
“scienti³c” study of religion. For Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani, the pri-
mary frame of reference for the coincidence of philosophy and religion is
always Buddhist, and more speci³cally a Buddhism focused on the pursuit
of self-awareness. Theirs is not an attempt to harmonize propositional dis-
agreements from a neutral, higher ground, nor to use one set of “truths” to
criticize another. It is always and ever a view of philosophy and religion
from a Japanese Buddhist perspective. The object of their attention—reality
and the place of human consciousness within it—is not bound to any
speci³c culture or intellectual history, but their attention is. 

The distinction is as important as it is dif³cult to preserve in the execu-
tion. Whether they were applying western philosophical ideas to a distinc-
tively Japanese way of thinking or to something more universal in human
nature, their aim was to see what that perspective would enlighten and what
it would obscure. This was their way of freeing themselves from bondage to
the traditional Japanese way of looking at things in order to enhance it and
broaden it. From start to ³nish, their aim was, as I insisted early on, an
introduction of Japanese philosophy into world philosophy while at the
same time using western philosophy for a second look at Japanese thought
trapped in fascination with its own uniqueness. 

This is the same framework within which they attempt to criticize,
appropriate, and adapt Christian tradition. Of course, there are many
areas—and some of them we have pointed out along the way—in which a
wider knowledge of Christian history than what the Kyoto philosphers
found through philosophy and the mystics, could temper some of their gen-
eralizations. By the same token, their commitment to the western philo-
sophical tradition sometimes yields rather peculiar interpretations of their
own native Buddhist religion and ideas, which has hardly won the
unquali³ed support or even interest of most Buddhologists. But at no time,
as I said, did they delude themselves that they had discovered a philosophy
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beyond the history of philosophy or a religion beyond the history of reli-
gion. The problem of how to approach the rather unique amalgam of phi-
losophy and religion we ³nd in the Kyoto school is, therefore, very much of
a piece with their aim of negotiating a route between east and west. Unfor-
tunately, the results are far easier to criticize than the process is to emulate.

The west of which they write is a highly selective one, centered on intel-
lectual history, and within intellectual history on philosophy, and within
philosophy on the Continental philosophy from Descartes to Heidegger.
The art and literature that has been important in that history also ³gured in
their writing, though to a greatly diminished extent. But the living culture of
the west within which that history took shape is absent. And more than
absent, it is assumed—usually without adequate reason—to be radically dif-
ferent from the living culture of Japan. 

In a sense, then, the “east” that the Kyoto philosophers set up against
the “west” they had constructed for themselves was also something of an
invention. At best, it is one constellation of a heritage too long and too plu-
ral to be represented fairly by Japan. And even within the Japanese context,
there is a distinctly modern bias to what counts as oriental and what not. It
was its quality of being non-western that accounts for much of the power of
their talk of the east, and this holds as true for western readers as for the
Japanese. Much, but not all.

As the Kyoto philosophers were well aware, the efforts they exerted on
the borderlands of philosophy and religion to bridge the gap between east
and west were no match for what science and technology were accomplish-
ing almost automatically and with far less conscious effort. One of the chief
motives for their critique of science was to show that ³xation on results
often entailed a kind of self-deception. The spread of scienti³c method had
not been transcultural, transreligious, and transphilosophical, but every bit
as colonial in structure as modernity itself had been. The gaps it ³lled were
³lled not with understanding but with tacit assumptions.

Still, much of what they have to say about science may sound dated to
our ears today; many of their complaints have become almost clichés as the
catechesis of the scienti³c view of the world has all but taken over our imag-
ination. Even at the time they were writing, their thoughts lacked the per-
suasive power of similar analysis done in the west. The sort of “oriental”
view of nature that the western reader has come to expect of Japanese phi-
losophy and religions is by and large absent. One of the reasons for this is
that when Japan imported the scienti³c method from the west, it did so
without very much of the critical environment that had grown up around
science. Literature, science ³ction, and varieties of scienti³c ethics belong as
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much to the story of the “scienti³c mentality” as do the laboratories and
technological innovations. To base a critique of science on the erosion of
the inner life or religious consciousness—as, for instance, Nishitani does
throughout his writings—may leave us dissatis³ed. But then again, for those
educated in the western culture that produced the idea of science as a global
gift to the human race, there was little awareness of the kinds of cultural
sacri³ce this demanded in the countries of the east.

Even with these limitations, the Kyoto-school philosophers give the
west a way into the east like none other. Theirs is not an eastern thought
diluted for foreign consumption, nor is it a simple transference that assumes
a background in the history of oriental ideas. It makes an unsolicited contri-
bution to world philosophy that both respects the traditions of philosophy
and expands them. In this respect, the development of the school from
Nishida to Tanabe to Nishitani is a rising crescendo. Never has the west pro-
duced an intellectual movement whose contribution to the east can com-
pare with what these three thinkers offer the west. If we are poised at the
brink of a new age of world philosophy, one in which the conµuence of east
and west will take up the task of rede³ning one another without either
reducing the other to one of the available common denominators, the
thought of Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishida may help push the weak in spirit
to take the next step. If so, they shall more than have earned a place of
honor in the history of twentieth-century philosophy.
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Notes





In general, the notes follow the order of the text, only occasionally reor-
ganized for the sake of readability. Chinese glyphs for proper names that
have been omitted can be found in the general index. References to works
in Japanese that appear in the bibliography are referred to here by their
English translation.

Orientation

1 the kyoto school. The original article of Tosaka cited here
appeared in C™òðûD for September 1932, and was later

included, along with the essay on Tanabe, as back-to-back chapters in a book
entitled Talks on Contemporary Philosophy (Tosaka 1970, 3: 171–84). 

Tosaka (1900–1945) had studied the philosophy of mathematics under Tanabe.
At ³rst he was attracted to the neo-Kantians, but later followed the lead of
Nishida and Tanabe in abandoning this interest. Instead of following Nishida into
metaphysics, however, he turned to Marxism and, beginning with a book on The
Logic of Ideology in 1930, wrote widely in this vein. With the outbreak of the Sino-
Japanese War in 1937 he joined a socialist movement and within the year was
silenced, then later removed from his post, and imprisoned. After release he con-
tinued to speak out and was put in prison again in 1944, where he died the follow-
ing year. He was teaching in Hõsei University at the time the article cited here was
written, in a post vacated by Miki Kiyoshi, who had been his ³rst inspiration to
Marxist thought but was later dismissed for his political activities. Miki had also
criticized the “school” from his own Marxist perspective, but never to the point of
distancing himself from Nishida. The only allusion I could ³nd in his works to
the “school” around Nishida was made in 1939 (Miki 1986, 19: 728). � Tosaka had
also studied at Kyoto with Nishitani, with whom he remained on good terms to
the end, despite their political differences, as evidenced in an in memoriam Nishi-
tani penned after his death (nkc 39: 129–33, cited in the text of §54; see also the
short piece Fragments of a Memory by Aihara Shinsaku in the leaµet appended to
volume 12 of Tanabe’s Complete Works).

Phenomenology was little known in Japan at the time, and although Nishida
was one of the ³rst to speak of it, he never identi³ed with the movement (see
Nitta, Tatematsu, Shimomisse 1979, 8).

Neither the 1954 edition of the standard Dictionary of Philosophy Cò¿ªøD

(Tokyo: Heibonsha) nor its 1971 revision include mention of the Kyoto school. It

275



is not until the 1998 edition of the Dictionary of Philosophy and Ideas Cò¿%„`

ªøD (Tokyo: Iwanami) that an entry on the subject appears. In addition to the
three central ³gures, the names of Kõsaka Masaaki, Kõyama Iwao, Shimomura
Toratarõ, and Suzuki Shigetaka are listed as members; and Miki Kiyoshi and
Tosaka Jun are mentioned as belonging to the school in the “wider sense of the
term.” Watsuji Tetsurõ and Kuki Shðzõ, both of whom had taught philosophy
and ethics at Kyoto for a time during the period of Nishida and Tanabe, are prop-
erly listed as peripheral.

Takeuchi Yoshinori, a disciple of Tanabe who succeeded Nishitani in the
chair at Kyoto and who is often associated with the school, suggested that the
clearest way to de³ne the school is to “triangulate” it around Nishida, Tanabe,
and Nishitani (1981, 198). Regarding Takeuchi’s career and connection with the
thinkers of the Kyoto school, see Heisig 1983. � A fuller listing of the “galaxy” of
scholars and students around Tanabe and Nishida, based on the memoirs of one
of the minor participants, can be found in Yusa 1998a, 341. See also the somewhat
looser description of the school and its membership in Õhashi 1990, 11–19. � I
³nd no documentation to support the account of the formation and consolida-
tion of the Kyoto school given by Vianello in his otherwise instructive essay
(1996, 28–32). His misnaming of the group as Kyõtoha (the Kyoto faction) repeats
an error by Piovesana (1963, 85; repeated in the 1994 revision, but corrected in
the Japanese translation of the work published in 1965), and his assignation of
membership seems to have the same source. Particularly odd is his own idea that
the group found its identity in the polemics after the war and, with the catalyst of
Tanabe’s Philosophy as Metanoetics, was able to publish Nishida’s Collected Works.
It seems to me, though, that the postwar polemics scattered the group, and that
Tanabe’s act of philosophical repentance had no impact at all on the publication
of Nishida’s works. Finally, his distinction of three generations of Kyoto school
philosophers is entirely his own invention.

In many cases the inclusion of Hisamatsu Shin’ichi in the Kyoto school seems
to be the doing of his disciple, Abe Masao (e.g., 1997, 787), who has passed the
idea on to a number of others outside of Japan (Ng 1995, Prieto 1989), who then
take the next step and include Abe himself as the “leading representative” of the
Kyoto school today—a title that Abe himself would be the ³rst to distance himself
from in Japanese circles, but that he has clearly used to identify himself in the
west, as in his Buddhism and Interfaith Dialogue (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i
Press, 1995), 122. Abe had studied under Tanabe in Kyoto, but his chief inµuence
was Hisamatsu. Tanabe’s ideas are all but absent from his work, except as they
were shared by Nishida and Nishitani, on whose work he has written several com-
mentaries and original interpretations. For a readable summary of the work of
Abe centered on his encounter with western theology, one can hardly do better
than the little book by Angelo Rodante (1995), which contains a good bibliogra-
phy of his works.

Shibayama uses the term “Kyoto school” to cover everything from Nishida
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to Watsuji, whom he goes out on a limb to call “a most preeminent member of
the Kyoto school” (1994, 7). As a result, his general statements about the school in
the postwar years are dif³cult to support. Happily, this misnaming is only a
minor blemish on his general thesis: to focus an appreciation of these thinkers
only on their wartime positions and in particular on the pan-Asian dimension of
their thought, is to miss out on the broader context of questions that had been
discussed since the early years of the Taishõ era, and to avoid the question of the
importance these thinkers still have for us. � It should be noted that Ueda
Shizuteru, the most immediate successor to the school, speaks consistently of
“Nishida philosophy,” assiduously avoiding the term “Kyoto school.” � The 1982
publication of a collection of essays entitled The Buddha Eye, in a series that I
myself edited, bore the misleading subtitle An Anthology of the Kyoto School. The
inclusion of pieces by D. T. Suzuki, Abe, and Hisamatsu no doubt did its share to
contribute to the confusion of the membership. � A more recent study of Japan-
ese philosophy since 1868 by Hamada introduces still another classi³cation by
speaking of a “Nishida school” with Miki and Tosaka on a “left wing” of the
school, Mutai Risaku, Shimomura, and Yanagida Kenjðrõ in the “center,” and
Yamanouchi Tokuryð, Kõsaka, and Kõyama at the “right wing” along with
Tanabe and Nishitani. This right wing she calls the Kyoto school in the strict
sense of the term (1994, 56). No one else seems to follow her, though a different
alignment of rightists and leftists can be found in Yamada Munemutsu 1975, 44.
� Ng has come up with a scheme he devised with the help of Abe (on whose writ-
ings he relies heavily in his presentations of the more central ³gures of the
school), according to which Hisamatsu belongs with Nishitani to a “second gen-
eration” after Nishida and Tanabe, and Takeuchi, Abe, and Ueda to the third and
current generation (1995, 1; 1998, iv–v).

In 1977 Nishitani wrote in the introduction to a commemorative volume of
essays in honor of Zen master Yamada Mumon:

The name “Kyoto school” is a name journalists used in connection with discussions
that friends of mine and I held immediately before and during the war, but in the
present volume indicates purely a school of thought. This is also the way Americans
and others use the term at present. (nkc 11: 207)

In Japan, the negative connotations of the term “Kyoto school” have been
revived by the “critical Buddhism” of Hakamaya Noriaki, who argues that it has
lent support to popular Buddhist heresies, such as the idea of the “Buddha
nature,” that have tended to uphold social injustices in the status quo (see Hub-

bard and Swanson 1997). � As a general indication of how little the political
question was discussed in the 1970s and 1980s among those engaged with the
thought of the Kyoto school in Japan, Jan Van Bragt, one of the key ³gures in
the story of the introduction of the school to the West through his essays and
translations, gives a good account of how these issues were revived and how
important they are (1995, 233–42). � For a wider overview of the fate of the study
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of Nishida’s thought after the war, and the conversion of former critics to a more
balanced view, see Yusa 1995a.

The nearest thing to an of³cial continuation of the Kyoto school in Japan are
groups that have been organized among the disciples of Nishida and Tanabe. The
³rst of what could be called the “Nishida Kitarõ Commemorative Lectures” was
delivered in 1945, the year of Nishida’s death, by D. T. Suzuki. The next year a
number of Nishida’s students and interested scholars formed a group to preserve
their teacher’s memory and perform a memorial service for him each year. The
group called itself the “Sunshin-kai” (after Nishida’s lay Buddhist name) and took
over the responsibility of hosting the annual commemorative lectures, which con-
tinue to this day. � The Kyðshin-kai (Society for the Pursuit of the Truth) was
founded in 1977 by Tanabe’s disciples and students of his thought. After sponsor-
ing a series of symposia and seminars, it was given new focus in 1994, at which
time it inaugurated the publication of an annual journal of the same name as the
Society, C¼OD. � In 1995, on the occasion of the ³ftieth anniversary of Nishida’s
death, commemorative lectures on Nishida and Tanabe were delivered in Kyoto.
The two lectures were delivered by Ueda Shizuteru (essentially 1995a, ch. 1) and
myself (Heisig 1995b).

A good indication of the effect of Kyoto-school thought on Christian theol-
ogy in Japan can be seen in a 1997 symposium on the subject “What does Chris-
tianity Have to Learn from Buddhism?” (Nanzan institute, 1999). See also
Hanaoka (1988) and the creative attempts to rethink the role of the Holy Spirit in
the light of Nishida’s thought by Onodera (1992). The pioneer ³gure in this
regard, still largely unknown in the west, was Takizawa Katsumi, whom Nishida
considered one of the most astute readers of his thought. � In general, the
inµuence of Nishida and Nishitani is most marked. Perhaps the most constructive
use of Tanabe’s thought by a theologian is the work of Mutõ Kazuo (see espe-
cially 1986, 2: 143–65, 3: 93–166).

Although there have been many Buddhist scholars, particularly from the Rin-
zai Zen tradition, who have welcomed the philosophies of Nishida and Nishitani
as a contribution to their own self-understanding, Tanabe seems to have been
entirely passed over in this regard. Even in the case of Pure Land Buddhism,
where one might expect a better reception, Tanabe has been all but entirely
ignored, while Nishida’s philosophy, long dismissed for having disagreed with
traditional interpretations of Shinran, has made some inroads. The most notable
example of this latter is a long section devoted to it in a massive collection of
essays by Takeda (1991, 239–305).

2 japanese philosophy as world philosophy. The trans-
lations of Tanabe and Nishitani that revived interest in

Nishida in the west are Philosophy as Metanoetics and Religion and Nothingness. �
I have argued the underlying problem of parochialism of “world philosophy”
masquerading as a universalism in the context of the Kyoto school by making use
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of Tanabe’s logic of the speci³c (Heisig 1995b). � To my knowledge, no one has
tried to place the Kyoto philosophers in the history of philosophy as a whole or to
assess their achievement in this context. Western studies have rather focused on
locating them within the general Japanese history of ideas (see references in notes
to §6 below). Japanese studies have tended to be still more narrowly focused.
While one has to take into account the circumstances in which they wrote and the
audience they had in mind, to get stuck here or even to see this as primary, as not
a few Japanese seem to do in order to get over the problem of their wartime writ-
ings (for instance, Yusa 1992, 153–4), is to miss the greater question of their
worldwide contribution.

3 the background of western philosophy in japan. The
best overview of the origins of the study of western philosophy

in Japan is still that done by Piovesana (1963). While it does not go into much
depth in terms of the actual ideas, it is a valuable resource for the principal per-
sons and their works. A shorter but useful synopsis can be found in Shimomura

1966. � Kasulis (1995), as always bringing clarity to bear on questions others
have smothered with technical apparatus, presents a shorter introduction to the
intellectual context in which philosophy landed in Japan, with a focus on
Nishida’s attempt to reject the isolation of scienti³c thinking from philosophy
and religion.

Nishi Amane (1829–1897) was sent to Holland from 1863 to 1865 by the Toku-
gawa government, and on returning tried to give an encyclopedic account of
western academia (which he called “philosophy”). He organized the work along
the lines of Auguste Comte’s idea of the three stages in the development of
knowledge, in the course of which he provided Japanese with a number of its key
translations of technical philosophical terms. The citation from his Encyclopedia is
taken from Thomas Havens, Nishi Amane and Modern Japanese Thought (Prince-
ton: Princeton University Press, 1970), 108. 

In saying that the Japanese did not come to philosophy through
demythi³cation, we should note that at the height of the “thought control” dur-
ing the war, right-wing elements in the government did in fact take the founding
myths of Japan to be “historical fact” and even indicted Tsuda Sõkichi, a scholar
of classical Japanese history, for writing a book that treated the legends
scienti³cally, as well as his publisher, Iwanami Shigeo. For details, see Abe
Yoshinshige, CR#wÍ)D [A biography of Iwanami Shigeo] (Tokyo: Iwanami,
1957), 224–32.

Resistance to western philosophy and religion that was prevalent among the
Japanese intelligentsia of the time found its way to Europe and the United States
in books published by Japanese living abroad. Looking at this material today, one
realizes how ridiculous these ideas must have looked in their foreign clothes to
western readers anxious to know something about Japan. I cite two examples of
this overlooked body of literature. A little book purporting to challenge western
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philosophy with the wisdom of the East was published in 1931 by Sakurazawa
Nyoichi, Principe unique de la philosophie et de la science d’Estrême-Orient (Paris:
Librairie Philosophique J. Vrin). In it the author bemoans the state of his country
as having forfeited its own spirit for a half-digested “salade russe américanisée.”
His own version of “oriental thought” is even more badly digested. I cite his
words because they are the very antithesis of what Nishida and the others of the
Kyoto school were aiming at: 

In short, the Japanese spirit is a realism that surpasses at bottom all subtle discussion,

all partial teaching, all philosophy, all science, assimilating them in a practical life and

doing so in an aesthetic manner. It does not allow for specialization. It asks that one

be from the start an ordinary and natural individual, and from there that one possess a

clear and precise instinct-intuition, the awareness of “emptiness” (119). 

An example of resistance to the world hegemony of Christianity and its cultural
inµuence can be found in the popular (though written in a clumsy and at times
nonsensical English) Discovery of Japanese Idealism by Satomi Kishio (London:
Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner, and Co., 1924). This, too, is the antithesis of the
Kyoto school in that its method lacks the discipline of logic and the understand-
ing of the West needed to reach its conclusions. � In the postwar period, the
Kyoto school was lumped together with this sort of approach and accused of hav-
ing fused Japanese and western traditions uncritically. A classic example of this
kind of thinking is a book by Miyakawa Tõru, which argues for a reconstruction
of ethnic tradition based on a rejection of its past, and in this light dismisses
Nishida and Tanabe, in considerable detail, as academic ideologues of the past
(1956, 101–4).

4 working assumptions of the kyoto philosophers. There
are any number of short résumés of the general philosophical

position of the Kyoto school as a whole. See Brüll 1989, 155–79; Heisig 1990a,
1998, 1999a, 1999b; Maraldo, 1997, 1998a; Õhashi 1990, 11–45.

Religious studies was introduced to Japan as part of philosophy, and therefore
as part of western thought. When Nishida was an undergraduate, Inoue Tetsujirõ
taught a course on “Comparative Religion and Eastern Philosophy,” indicating
the shift that was taking place. By the turn of the century, religious studies had
more or less established itself. � The overlap of philosophy and religion, though
uncommon among teachers of western philosophy, was not unique to these
thinkers but was also present in some Buddhist thinkers in Kyoto at the time,
such as Saitõ Yuishin. On this see Hanazawa 1999, 44–5. 

The echoes of Tanabe’s idea of metanoetics are unmistakable in Takeuchi

Yoshinori’s comment (1959, 292–3), but the general point is valid for all the Kyoto
philosophers.
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5 the matter of language. To give an idea of how much had
to be done to create a philosophical idiom for Japanese, and

how late it was done, Ueda Shizuteru notes that it was Nishitani who introduced
the translation of the term “subjectivity” (ü¿§), in his translation of Kierke-
gaard—a translation that seems obvious to us today but that had not been settled
up to that time (1992a, 4). 

Maraldo’s sustained criticism of sloppy and literal translations of Nishida as
almost unintelligible in English (1989) is certainly true, and the worst of these are
not translations made by Japanese and corrected by native speakers. Unfortu-
nately, nearly all the major criticisms he raises can be applied to a recent, and
important, anthology that seems to have taken no account of his censorship (Dil-

worth and Viglielmo 1998).
If I am permitted to recount a personal experience of the clash of ideas

involved in translating Japanese philosophy: in the summer of 1987 Abe Masao
spent two months in our home where we were to work together on a revised
translation of Nishida’s An Inquiry into the Good. Time and again we locked
horns, faced with the choice between a literal but arti³cial English rendering and
a more interpretative rendering based on the western philosophical texts that
Nishida had open before him—Professor Abe convinced that I lacked the feel for
the genius of Nishida’s style, I convinced that Abe was ignoring Nishida’s sources.
In the end, we decided it best to abandon the collaboration and part friends,
which we remain to this day. 

The same thing happens again and again with Japanese translators of western
philosophy, who, lacking a feel for the soul of the text they are reading, render it
into an arti³cial Japanese on the basis of textbook expectations about how the
grammar of the language they are dealing with works. A steady diet of these kinds
of translations, in turn, feeds the conviction that the more natural style of works
composed in their own language is based on a different way of thinking. A good
instance of this can be found in Nakamura Yðjirõ’s ³rst book on Nishida’s
thought. In it he argues that Nishida’s logic of locus is bound to structures natural
to Japanese but not present in European languages (1983, 96–102). But the “struc-
tures” he is comparing are actually the formal grammatical rules of European lan-
guages on the one hand and the full, living, and nuanced language he is familiar
with. If it is not saying too much, I have the impression in reading remarks of Jap-
anese philosophers on linguistic differences that they imagine themselves potters
free to slap and shape the wet clay of their own language to ³t their intuitions,
while when faced with western texts they turn their own language into preshaped
bricks to be laid in neat rows. When I say, therefore, that nothing important of
the ideas of the Kyoto philosophers need be lost in translation, I do so on the
grounds that this fantasy of linguistic incompatibility is largely an affront to the
facts of the matter.
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6 the study of the kyoto school in the west. In a newspa-
per poll taken after the end of the war, readers were asked

which books they would like to see republished. The ³rst author on the list was
Nishida, indicating that the revisionist criticisms did not, at least initially, have
popular support. See John F. Fairbank, Edwin O. Reischauer, Albert M. Craig,
East Asia: The Modern Transformation (Boston: Houghton Mifµin, 1965), vol. 2,
544. � The works whose English translation was funded by the Ministry of Educa-
tion included: Nishida’s A Study of the Good (1960), Watsuji’s A Climate (1961),
and Suzuki’s Japanese Spirituality (1972). These works were later reissued in the
United States by Greenwood Press in the 1980s in facsimile editions, at inµated
prices that have kept them out of reach of the ordinary reader. Tanabe’s Philoso-
phy as Metanoetics was also originally part of this translation project, but
foundered in manuscript form due to an unacceptable translation until it was
completely reworked and published in 1986.

Schinzinger was living in Japan at the time he wrote his ³rst essay on
Nishida (1940), and consulted with Nishida personally over the German transla-
tion of his essays (see Yusa 1998a, 428). That ³rst essay on Nishida, as well as his
introductions to the collected translations, Die intelligible Welt (1958), really only
strings together Nishida’s technical jargon and does very little to illuminate his
thought. One wonders how it could have made sense to those who read it at the
time. Lüth’s work on Japanese philosophy, although weak by today’s standards,
gives a good idea of what was known of Japanese thought at the time in Europe
(1944). See also the posthumously published attempt to synthesize Nishida and
place him in the context of Japanese philosophy (1983). � Kasulis (1982) was
among the ³rst working outside Japan and not directly involved in the translation
of Kyoto-school philosophical texts to recognize the importance of the school for
the appropriation of Japanese Buddhist thought in western philosophy. � In 1982
(English translation, 1997) Fritz Buri published a lengthy résumé of several
thinkers associated with the Kyoto school, a work marred by misinterpretations,
many of them the result of his own theological agenda. It is not that he had only
the translated texts to work from, but that he seems to have summarized what
was available to him in a rush to get to the theological questions that interested
him most. I say this with some disappointment, since I was among those who
encouraged him during his visit to Japan in the late 1970s to use the Kyoto
philosophers as a bridge to Buddhism in his own Christology. � Regarding the
reception of Nishida’s thought in the United States in general, see Yusa 1995b. 

When it comes to locating the Kyoto school in the intellectual history of
Japan, western historians have taken a rather more generous perspective than
their Japanese counterparts by including the history of ideas predating the arrival
of western philosophy proper. Thus Brüll, who tries to show Japan’s philosophi-
cal face without imposing a western de³nition of philosophy from the outset,
devotes well over half of her account to an overview of Buddhist ideas as they
were accepted in Japan before the Meiji era (1989). � In a careful and detailed
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study of philosophy in Japan from the sixth to twelfth centuries, Paul combines a
culturally transcendental de³nition of philosophy as including every sort of “criti-
cal reµection, based on logic and experience, of fundamental human questions”
with a studied resistance to what he sees as the inveterate chauvinism and revi-
sionism of the idea of a “Japanese philosophy” that Brüll advances (1993, 4, 15–16).
His working assumptions that the principles of logic (identity, contradiction, and
the excluded middle) are a universal and innate human function, and that Japan-
ese history shows its thinkers “for a long time placing the same questions as the
European philosophers,” ful³ls its predictions in remarkable detail. As I have
made clear already, I will here assume both that the idea of philosophy is always
in part culturally determined, and that the “logic” of which the Kyoto philoso-
phers spoke was not merely a collection of rules of rational discourse but a way of
thinking aimed at enhancing and transforming the awareness of the thinker. �
For a general understanding of the Kyoto school, by far the best work available is
a recent study by González (2000) that came to my attention when I was in the
midst of my own work. The bulk of the book, after a brief but adequate introduc-
tion of Buddhist, Confucian, and Neo-Confucian thought in Japan, is devoted to
twentieth-century philosophical currents. In it, the ideas of Nishida, Tanabe, and
Nishitani ³gure prominently and are presented with an eye to the texts them-
selves. � Hamada’s (1994) work more or less covers the same ground as
Piovesana had (1963), ³lling in some of the lacunae as far as dates and titles of
works go, but with often confusing résumés of the ideas of the philosophers she
treats.

The dozen or so doctoral dissertations written in United States universities on
the Kyoto school began to appear in 1972 (Wargo). In Germany, the ground-
breaking works were the postdoctoral theses of Waldenfels on Nishitani (1976)
and Laube on Tanabe (1984). In 1990, a dissertation was prepared at the Univer-
sity of Leiden on Tanabe’s work by a young Japanese (Ozaki), a solid piece of
work marred by substandard English. � The privately published volume of the
Monumenta Nipponica series referred to is Nishida’s Fundamental Problems of
Philosophy (1970). Shortly therafter, in 1973, the East-West Center of Hawaii pub-
lished an English translation of Nishida’s Art and Morality (1973).

In Spanish the efforts of Agustín Jacinto at the University of Michoacán in
Mexico deserve special attention. Not only has he done translations of extended
sections of the works of the major and several secondary ³gures of the Kyoto
school, he has also done long commentaries on speci³c areas in Nishida’s thought
and provided general historical background to the philosophical scene in Japan as
a whole. His work, though published locally and dif³cult to come by, has made
mine much the easier.

The 1980 symposium with living representatives of the Kyoto-school tradition
was subsequently published under the title Absolute Nothingness and God (Nan-

zan institute 1981). � The proceedings of the Kyoto Zen Symposia were pub-
lished in a dedicated annual journal, Zen Buddhism Today, between 1983 and 1998.
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� In 1982 an academic association known as the Society for East-West Religious
Exchange was begun and a series of annual meetings held. Beginning with Nishi-
tani’s addresses to the assembly in 1985, the thought of the Kyoto-school philoso-
phers has been a major driving force in the meetings, which have continued up to
the present. The results are published annually in the pages of Mah„y„na Zen
CØñ7D, which includes special issues on Nishida (1992) and Nishitani (1996,
1997). 

7arrangement of the material. In dealing with the criti-
cisms of the political views of the Kyoto school, I have limited

myself mainly to early criticisms from the Japanese side and a few recent studies. I
am not unaware that there are any number of intellectual historians, on both
sides, who have taken a few politically oriented texts of the philosophers treated
in this book and relocated them in the general history of Japanese ultra-
nationalism. As I am convinced, from what I have read, that this is the wrong
context from which to understand either their thought as a whole or their politi-
cal ideas, and as I have taken part already in a serious attempt to construct a more
adequate context (see Heisig and Maraldo 1995), there seemed no point to
making a lengthy detour through those arguments. For an overview of this ques-
tion, see Parkes 1997. Also indispensable is a recently published collection of
reprints of critical essays, along with responses from Nishida scholars, that was
appended to a new edition of selections from Nishida writings (Fujita Masa-
katsu, 1998a).

The Prospectus with which this book closes is not annotated. Nevertheless, I
wish to acknowledge the inµuence of Jan Van Bragt, who has been putting hard
questions to the Kyoto-school philosophers in his writings and public lectures for
as long as I have known him, and many of whose thoughts have become my own
over the more than twenty years of our collaboration.

Nishida Kitarõ (1870–1945)

8 nishida’s life and career. An exhaustive listing of Nishida’s
movements through the course of his life has been prepared

by Yusa (1998a) as an appendix to her careful account of Nishida’s life based on
his diaries and letters, as well as on considerable secondary literature. A revision
of this work is being prepared for an English edition. In the meantime, the only
source in a European language of detailed information on Nishida’s early life has
been Viglielmo 1971 and the still very readable and useful essay on the diaries by
Knauth 1965. I have also drawn on Uesugi 1988. Concerning his university
teaching and practice of Zen years, see also Ueda Shizuteru 1991, part 3; 1995a, ch.
3. � Also not to be overlooked is a collection of reµections and recollections by
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his contemporaries (Shimomura 1977). � A schematic outline of the diaries has
been prepared by Jacinto (1984, 159–93).

Though Nishida never did complete his history of ethics, the bare bones of
Green’s divisions of ethical theories reappear in his ³rst book, An Inquiry into the
Good. � Already from the time of his high-school years, when he joined with a
group of friends to form a society called the “Self-Respect Society” to share liter-
ary writings, Nishida was fond of writing.

Nishida had known of Zen from his high-school teacher, Hõjõ Tokiyuki, who
set up a circle of interested students around Master Setsumon, abbot of the Koku-
tai-ji temple in Toyama. The circle included Suzuki (Daisetsu) Teitarõ, who even-
tually also dropped out of that high school as Nishida had. He entered university
in what is present-day Waseda, until Nishida talked him into shifting to the same
program in philosophy at the Imperial University of Tokyo where he was enrolled
as a special student. Along the line Suzuki disappeared down the road to Zen
practice. For details see Uesugi 1982. � For a light and readable history of the
relationship between Suzuki and Nishida, see Mori Kiyoshi 1991. More personal
information, based on ³rsthand memories, is included in Okamura and Ueda

(1999, 298–383). � There are different interpretations of the meaning of the name
Sunshin, combining two characters for mind and inch, but it seems to be no more
than an ironic play of Zen master Setsumon, who recognized in Nishida a great
mind. Nishida seems to have taken to the name from the start (see Yusa 1998a,
125). � Setsumon ³rst gave Nishida the character mu, or “nothing,” as a kõan to
meditate on, but ³ve years later changed it to “the sound of one hand” when it
was clear Nishida was stuck. For all his intuitional gifts, Nishida could not keep
up with young colleagues in Zen who passed from one kõan to the other with less
strain. When he eventually resolved the kõan “nothing” to the satisfaction of his
master, Nishida himself was unsatis³ed. D. T. Suzuki is reported later to have
remarked, “That’s what can happen to rational, logical brains like Nishida” (cited
in Takeuchi Yoshitomo 1970, 161; the original reference was unfortunately cut by
the editors of Shimomura’s recollections, 1990, 62). � For a Zen master’s assess-
ment of Nishida, see the brief essay by Hisamatsu, who considered him a “thor-
oughly Zen-like individual” (1985, 45).

Ueda Shizuteru’s comment that “in the person of Nishida Kitarõ, for the ³rst
time in world history Zen and European philosophy truly encountered each
other” (1998b, 42) requires quali³cation. During the decade that he carried on the
practice of zazen while devouring western philosophy voraciously, this encounter
seems to have been more a matter of ³nding a psychological balance for his future
life than part of any adventure of ideas. And after he gave up Zen meditation, the
encounter focused on the intellectual side of Zen. Strictly speaking, the two are so
much distinct—non-thinking as opposed to disciplined thinking—that one or
the other must take preference in the encounter. If there is any middle-ground for
encounter, it can only lie in an idea of “experience,” which can be spoken of in
philosophical categories that in the end collapse in awe in the face of the unknow-
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able, unspeakable. In Nishida’s case the attempt to “explain all things on the basis
of pure experience as the sole reality”—the explicitly stated goal of An Inquiry
into the Good (Nishida 1990c, xxx)—was clearly an attempt to create a Zen phi-
losophy. As that idea receded into the background, so did its goal. � The ³rst in-
depth study attempting to relate the place of Zen in Nishida was made by
Takeuchi Yoshitomo in 1970.

Other citations: nkz, 17: 117; 18: 35.

9 nishida’s philosophical style. The reference to taking in
the husk of foreign cultures without imbibing their spirit

alludes to a well-known Japanese phrase, ÉÓáî—Japanese spirit, foreign
(Western) learning (nkz 12: 162). � The passage on Nishida in the classroom
appears in Nishitani 1991a, 11–12. � A short piece composed on the occasion of
his retirement from teaching (Nishida 1995b) was used by Ueda Shizuteru as a
starting point for a book on the “biographical life” of Nishida as contrasted with
his “personal life” (1995a). I have drawn on this work frequently in the course of
these pages. � See also the reminiscences of Nishida in the classroom by Kan
Enkichi in the publisher’s leaµet to nkz 5.

As an example of how the creative unfolding of Nishida’s thought can be
obscured by the attempt to impose a systematic consistency, see the four-volume
work by Sueki (1988), which unabashedly µattens out the entire historical and
personal context of his thought in order to apply the tools of linguistic analysis to
the writings and produce a philosophy of self-awareness. I read the work seriously
in my early years of reading Nishida, only to conclude that while the results are
impressive they are fundamentally µawed by the presuppositions of a logical posi-
tivism that only rarely suits Nishida’s work. 

One exception to the failure of translators to pay attention to Nishida’s obfus-
cation of his sources is the work of O’Leary (1987), who tracked down numerous
unacknowledged quotes in Intuition and Reµection in Self-Consciousness by com-
paring Nishida’s text with his personal library. As to how far this practice was fol-
lowed in his other works, one can only have suspicions. 

For a discussion of the philosophical differences between Nishida and
Kobayashi, showing how each was trying to deal with the same problem of ana-
lyzing the ego and the sick consciousness of modern Japan, see Nakamura 1987,
chap. 5. � Nakaoka seems to reµect a general opinion among Nishida’s admirers
that, while his writing lacked “the elegance of Watsuji or the high-spirited prose
of Kuki,” it indicated the careful way in which he thought, “as if chipping away at
a great rock a little bit at a time” (1999, 19–21). Miki adds to this the fact that the
reason he kept reading Nishida despite the dif³culty of his prose is that “suddenly
an enlightened phrase would surface from the inner recesses of the soul in the
midst of all the sophistry and throw light on the whole of the text” (1986, 17:
299–300). The rest of this essay talks about Nishida’s open-minded attitude
towards his students and their ideas. The passage cited in the text about his way of
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writing also appears here (306–7). � Even among Nishida’s admirers, some have
strong words for his writing. Yuasa, for instance, calls his writing “a recondite
soliloquy, lacking clear and theoretical organization and method” (1987b, 49). For
differing opinions on Nishida’s style, see Fujita Kenji’s brief contrast with the
style of Natsume Sõseki (1993, 15–22), as well as those of Nakagawa (1994) and
Õmine (1995). Ueda Shizuteru’s reµections on Nishida’s style are a mixture of
attention to its genius and an attribution of originality vis-à-vis the style of “west-
ern philosophy” that seems to pass lightly over the vast variety of ways philosophy
has been written through the centuries, including by Heidegger, whom he in fact
mentions (1998b, 233–43; English translation, 1995c). His metaphor of the miner
was also cited earlier by Takeuchi Yoshitomo (1978, 10), who also neglected to
add Nishida’s conclusion to the metaphor. Shimomura calls his writings “mono-
logues” and “meditation journals,” which give them the sense of a musical theme
repeated again and again (1988, 197). � The only full-length attempt to take up
the question of Nishida’s style critically was made by Kobayashi Toshiaki (1997).
I have borrowed from it some of the citations given here from Nishida’s work. 

Nishida’s counter to criticisms, though not extensive, can be found in letters
in nkz 19: 122–3, and in a short piece for a publisher’s monthly, “The First Time I
Wrote in Colloquial Style” (13: 153–4). It might also be possible to read between
the lines of his philosophical idea of “expression” (especially in the form it took in
his late writings) a certain defense of his style.

Maraldo alerts us to four methods of argumentation in Nishida’s writings.
The ³rst is his way of laying foundations only to subvert them; second, under-
mining anthropocentric assumptions about the nature of knowledge and reality;
third, relating ideas of logic and metaphysics to the process of self-awareness; and
fourth, turning traditional hierarchies or explanatory schemes on their head
(1998a). Though I am not sure this covers the whole of his philosophical style,
nor that these four are all on the same methodological level, Maraldo’s point is
well taken.

Regarding the “handicap” that Japanese faces in terms of the close af³nity of
western languages to philosophical argumentation, see Nakamura 1987, 159–60.
� The ³rst translations of Nishida’s work to appear were done when he was alive,
and the translator, Robert Schinzinger, visited Nishida on several occasions in
1938. On one of his visits, Nishida responded to a question about a passage, “I
really don’t know myself what I’ve written there” (cited in Yusa 1998a, 428). In
addition to Schinzinger, the year before Nishida had received Eduard Spranger, a
disciple of Dilthey, and Karl Löwith (see Knauth 1965, 356). On the relationship
between Löwith and Nishida, see Stevens (2000, 21–5).

Umehara Takeshi, who is known in Japan today as a popularizer of Japanese
thought and Japanist theories, is one of those who insist that Nishida could have
used simpler language (cited in Kobayashi Toshiaki 1997, 11). � Nishida’s insis-
tence on getting the “knack” of a philosophy is cited by Nishitani (1991a, 65).
Nishida uses the same term elsewhere in speaking of consummate artists as well
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(1990c, 32). � During the war years in particular, Nishida recognized the impor-
tance of having a circle of disciples whom he could direct to clear thinking
beyond the biases of the time (nkz 18: 465). � Nishida’s occasional pieces are
mainly gathered together in volume 13 of his Complete Works.

Other citations: Kobayashi Hideo 1968, 7: 84; nkz 14: 267–8, 19: 36.

10 an adventure of ideas. The lengthiest presentation of
Nishida’s thought in a western language is Mafli’s 1996

study, a ponderous but rigorously outlined synopsis based on several of the
important works available in English and German. The most exhaustive study in
English, dissertations aside, is perhaps Carter’s, written in lighter and more
accessible prose (1997). 

Nishida did not concern himself with developments in logical positivism nor
indeed with even the differences between symbolic and formal logic. His concern
was not with the method of the principles of discourse but with the use of princi-
ples themselves. Hence even when he is discussing the Aristotelian syllogism, he
has in mind its function as a way of talking about the world of experience. Paul

misses this point entirely in accusing Nishida and his followers of ignoring the
fundamental rules of formal logic, based on his own assumption that the idea of a
distinctively “oriental logic” is nonsensical (1993, 136–7). In an earlier pamphlet,
he had dismissed outright the idea that Nishida’s philosophy was representative
of Japan or even very good philosophy (1986, 41–2). Nishida’s aim was precisely to
challenge the assumptions behind such judgments.

If my suspicions are correct, though I have no way to con³rm them, Nishida
had a solid scholar’s knowledge of philosophical German, was unsure in French
(he read Bergson in German and Japanese translation) and somewhat better in
English. Latin and Greek were lost on him except for the handful of phrases he
met in philosophical texts. He spoke none of these languages, and we may assume
that whatever feel he had for western literary language was secondhand. This is in
part the reason why he all but abandoned his early interest in great stylists like
Bergson and James to lose himself in the neo-Kantians.

Noda recalls that Nishida often referred in his lectures to his aim of seeking
rational foundations for the “certain characteristic truth” of Zen (1984, 101–2). �
The quotation from Nishitani (1991a, 25) telescopes Nishida’s ideas about Zen.
In fact, at several points in his diaries we ³nd him eager to µee the world, not
confront it. For example: “My mind must leave the world to Providence and give
itself over to practice. I only diminish myself when I expect anything from such a
stupid, µeeting world” (nkz 17: 16). It is only later that he sees this as a lack in
Zen. � The fact of Nishida’s having kept his practice of Zen secret from his stu-
dents is attributed to Kataoka Hitoshi (see Horio 1992, 95).

Examples of Japanese commentators who swallow Nishida’s generalizations
about the west and the east wholesale are too many to mention. Worse, although
Nishida himself preferred the original sources, it is ironic to ³nd so many Japan-
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ese thinkers attracted to his ideas who rely on him for their understanding of
western philosophy rather than study the texts themselves. The inevitable confu-
sion in what they write reµects badly on Nishida, and is one of the reasons the
zeal of his disciples has not succeeded in drawing new readership to the master.
Abe Masao is perhaps the most illustrious example of this tendency. See his intro-
duction to the revised translation of An Inquiry into the Good (1990) and his
explanation of Nishida’s “corrections” of Hegel and Aristotle (1995). Maraldo

has carefully demonstrated the “veiled cultural nationalism” at work in the back-
ground of Abe’s way of thinking (1994, 241–6).

Dilworth, summing up decades of pioneering work in the study and trans-
lation of Nishida, has made a solid presentation of the development of Nishida’s
thought in terms of his overall aim of uniting east and west (1987).

Other citations: Nishida 1958d, 355–6; Miki 1986, 20: 728–9; Ueda Shizuteru
1995b, 35.

11 the quest of the absolute. Regarding the preoccupa-
tion among Meiji intellectuals with clarifying the idea of

the self, see Nakamura 1987, 161–3. � As might be expected from the intensity of
Nishida’s commitment to Zen in the midst of a teaching career, his diaries and
letters are full of references to the self and its pursuit as more important than the
vanity of worldly preoccupations. At the time he was trying to position himself in
a kind of “radical individualism” that did not fall into the trap of what he saw as
the egocentric tendency of European thinking, whose history he tried to trace in a
short piece called “The Doctrine of Self-Consciousness” (nkz 13: 90–5). This was a
position to which he clung vigorously, insisting to the end that totalitarianism in
any form has to be rejected precisely because of its negation of the individual. In
this connection, see the brief interview with Yamamoto Ryõkichi in the pub-
lisher’s leaµet to nkz 15. 

Stevens (1998, 2) has gone out on a tender limb in claiming that not only the
later philosophy of Nishida “but also the various aspects of the philosophy of the
Kyoto school as a whole” are “seminally contained” in An Inquiry into the Good.
Fortunately his essay focuses on his own reappreciation of the work and does not
try to justify the claim. This view, let it be said, is not uncommon even among
many students of western philosophy in Japan who treat it as the culmination of
his thinking. As an example of how badly skewed the results can be, see Ogawa’s
comparison of Nishida with Husserl (1979). � Twenty-³ve years after An Inquiry
into the Good was published, Nishida recognized the fact that he had made con-
sciousness the center of the work, giving it a kind of psychological µavor that he
had not intended (Nishida 1990c, xxxi). � Nishitani’s remarks (1991a, xxvi, 96,
101) appear in the course of a long and extremely readable commentary on the
work which, however, I conclude are best read as reµections in hindsight than as a
merely objective account. 
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Regarding the title and publication of An Inquiry into the Good, see Yusa

1998a, 242–3.
Other citations: nkz 17: 74, 18: 44.

12 the absolute as pure experience. Miki is reported to
have said during his high-school years that An Inquiry into

the Good was his “favorite reading.” The remark appears in the recollections of
Kõyama Iwao (cited in Hanazawa 1999, 24). 

The ³rst translation into English of An Inquiry into the Good in 1960
(reprinted in Nishida 1988) badly needed redoing, and has improved greatly in
the new translation, though still with a fair share of Japanese literalisms marring
the English (1990c). The most recent Spanish translation based on this latter
shows everywhere the marks of a direct translation from the English (1995a),
while the earlier Spanish translation, made directly from the Japanese, is in gen-
eral reliable, but also, unfortunately, out of print (1963). 

Nishida’s discussion of “Various Worlds” at the conclusion of his next proj-
ect, Intuition and Reµection in Self-Consciousness, is his way of speaking of a single
unity refracted in a variety of viewpoints or ways of classifying the items of reality
(1987a, 154–9). His attraction to Leibniz’s theory of monads is of a sort with this,
in that the theory relies on the assumption of an unus mundus ruled over by a sin-
gle, unifying principle.

The passage that I have rendered as experience having an individual rather
than the other way around (Nishida 1990c, xxx; nkz 1: 4; the German translator,
for some reason, simply left the whole prefatory section of the book out) plays on
the double meaning of the Japanese word aru: to exist and to have. Literally, the
rephrasing contrasts the clause “there being an individual, an experience is had”
with “there being an experience, an individual is had.” The rendering “experience
exists because there is an individual” not only adds the element of causality, but
misses Nishida’s inversion of the conditioning and the conditioned. The rest of
the mistranslation involves confusion of where the relative clauses begin and end.
I have reworked it in order to communicate something of the twist of meaning
communicated to the Japanese reader. � The obliquely stated criticism of Fujita

Masakatsu against the “purity” of pure experience on the grounds that all human
experience is colored by language (1998b, 58–60) seems to be dealing with experi-
ence that has lost the pristine purity to which Nishida wants to return. � Feen-

berg ³nds four distinct meanings of the notion of “experience” in An Inquiry into
the Good (1999, 29–31).

The citations from William James are taken from his Essays in Radical Empiri-
cism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1976), 45, 57, 59. Fur further enlight-
ening comparisons, one can turn to the unpublished doctoral dissertation by Abe

Nobuhiko (1993, 53–75), which argues convincingly that Nishida took pure expe-
rience the full distance as a philosophical idea, while James, despite his intentions
to do so, never quite did. Where I disagree is with his idea that pure experience
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survived as a general concept (Abe coins it “immanent transcendence”) in
Nishida’s later philosophy. � Dilworth challenges Nishida’s understanding of
the idea of consciousness in James, particularly in terms of the “µow” of experi-
ence (1969). � Ueda Shizuteru’s is perhaps the most thoroughgoing attempt to
see the notion of pure experience as a kind of intuitive µash that continued to
glow at the foundation of all of Nishida’s later thought (1991). � Nakamura

(1987, 163) repeats the idea that James’s pure experience was tied to his pragma-
tism while Nishida’s was looking for “transcendental foundations.” This view,
which can only be based on a rather severe ignorance of James’s work, is rejected
by Nishida himself, who recognized in James an “ideal” combination of judgment
towards inner events and outer events (nkz 13: 206–7). � In fact, the only text of
James’s he seems to have studied thoroughly is the Varieties of Religious Experi-
ence which he ³rst mentions in 1902 (nkz 18: 59). Even so, he seems to have
missed the important concluding chapter to that work. At the pace Nishida was
reading, it is likely that the command of metaphor and literary sentiment
required to understand James would have made it impossible to give the texts the
necessary attention they deserved. That said, it is not surprising that Nishida took
his idea of pure experience in a different direction, avoiding some of James’s
oversights while making errors of his own that James could have spared him
from. � Nishida himself only writes brieµy, in 1910, of his disagreement with
James (nkz 13: 97–8). � My question about the depth of Nishida’s early under-
standing of Hegel is extended by Funayama to Nishida’s later work as well, which
he criticizes as too bound to an “ego philosophy” to open up to the “world phi-
losophy” of Hegel (1984, 10–42). For a reorganization of An Inquiry into the Good
around the idea of pure experience, see Sueki (1988, 1: 19–33). His attempt to “sys-
tematize” the work runs longer than the original text. � Shimomura sees no less
than twelve different functions for the idea of pure or direct experience in An
Inquiry into the Good, which he condenses into the ³ve stages on which I have
based my summary here (1947, 172ff). This work has been shortened for inclusion
in the volume of his Collected Works that deals with Nishida and Tanabe, and this
scheme was lost in the excision (1990, 80–1).

The term I have translated “demand” or “drive” is ê¼. For a listing of its
uses in An Inquiry into the Good, see Takeuchi Seiichi et al. 1996, 366–70. I would
also note a passage in a 1916 essay in which Nishida distinguishes between private
desire and ambitions and a deeper impulse, of which he goes so far as to say, “this
internal necessity is God” (nkz 13: 113). � Nishitani argues that by shifting the
foundation of western metaphysics to pure experience, “we ³nd something fun-
damentally different from any metaphysics known to the history of western phi-
losophy; so much so that it is not really proper to continue speaking of the book’s
standpoint as metaphysical.” He claims that the only other philosophy to offer the
same kind of appeal to experience as a middle ground between traditional meta-
physics and positivistic science is in Bergson (1991a, 79, 108–9). On the inµuence
of Bergson on Nishida’s thinking, see the biographical data in Yusa (1998a,
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237–8). I ³nd Suzuki Sadami’s attempt to read vitalism into Nishida’s thought,
and further to associate this with his attitude towards world history, farfetched
(2000). � The two passages on the will are mistranslated in the English (Nishida

1990c, 25, 123). In the case of the latter, the will is made the unifying activity of
consciousness, which would contradict everything Nishida had been saying about
thinking and willing being united in pure experience or immediate intuition.

When Nishida talks about religion, it is nearly always Buddhism and Chris-
tianity he has in mind, and then their doctrinal and mystical traditions rather
than any institutional af³liation or ritual practice. A short piece he wrote in 1901
on “Religion Today” criticizes the bearers of religious tradition for turning it into
a professional occupation and scholars for trying to invent a replacement of their
own—both missing out on the heart of the matter, which is concern with life and
awakening the individual to the religious dimension of the human. In uncompro-
mising terms he calls on Christianity to take its own truth to heart (nkz 13: 81–4).
While the style is atypical for its moralizing attacks on the religious establishment,
it shows a position from which Nishida never backed down.

Other citations: Kawashima 1997, 59; Nishida 1990c, 59, 79–81, 171.

13 the absolute as will. My remarks on this book draw
freely on O’Leary’s introduction to the English translation

(1987), which itself is a fruit of the long months we worked together to prepare
the translation. � The young professor to whose criticisms Nishida responded
(nkz 1: 299–316) was Takahashi Satomi, who would later come close to reconcil-
ing Nishida’s idea of absolute nothingness with the notion of ³nitude from neo-
Kantianism and Heidegger, based on a dialectics of love that pre³gures Tanabe’s
late thought. A good résumé of Takahashi’s thought, showing his relation to
Nishida, can be found in Kosaka (1997, 157–91). � Nishida is said to have been
the ³rst Japanese to cite Husserl in a philosophical publication. That was in 1911,
when he saw Husserl as in the same camp as Rickert (Nitta, Tatematsu, Shi-

momisse 1979, 8). Nishida exchanged letters with Husserl in 1923 and with Rickert
in 1924 (Yusa 1998c, 63). When news reached him of Husserl’s passing in 1938,
Nishida wrote that “the twentieth century has lost its ³rst grand old man” (nkz

19: 32).
On Nishida’s general idea of voluntarism at this time, and its roots in his ear-

lier thinking, see Dilworth 1970. � The idea of absolute will as extending
beyond conscious subjective ends to cover all of reality as a fundamental principle
is Schopenhauer’s. Nishida does not cite him in the work, but he was moved by
his ideas during his undergraduate years, and he had read his life and dipped into
his writings during the years preceding the publication of An Inquiry into the
Good. A 1902 letter alludes to his preference for grounding the absolute in will
with Schopenhauer rather than in intellect with Hegel (nkz 18: 61). Much of his
interest in artistic expression also bears the mark of Schopenhauer’s thinking,
though again it is not cited.
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Nishida suggests that the Gnostic cosmology may be worth pursuing for its
ideas of the God of non-existence and the abyss of creation, though he does not
do so himself (1987a, 156, 167). As far as I know, no work has been done on com-
paring gnostic ideas to the philosophies of nothingness of the Kyoto philosophers.
� I can do no better than repeat O’Leary’s judgment of the concluding chapters
of Intuition: “These chapters mark a turning-point: behind them lies Nishida’s
long apprenticeship as an imitator of western voices; before lie the grander
themes of his later philosophy. No student of the Kyoto philosophy of absolute
nothingness can afford to ignore these pages” (1987, xvii). 

Other citations: Nishida 1987a, xxiii–xxiv, 125, 133–4, 166–7; nkz 1: 209;
O’Leary 1987, x.

14 self-awareness. The term “self-awareness” is a rather
ordinary Japanese term, and appears as such in An Inquiry

into the Good, where it replaces “self-consciousness” no more than 5% of the time
without any particular technical meaning. By the time of Intuition and Reµection
in Self-Awareness, as we have seen in the previous section, it has taken on a mean-
ing of its own, different from self-consciousness. Accordingly, in the text and
notes I have adjusted the title under which we published the English translation of
that work. � It is worth mentioning that the confusion in English between the
European Enlightenment and Buddhist enlightenment is avoided in Japanese by
the use of a special technical term reserved for the former.

Ueda Shizuteru sees three dimensions of awareness, corresponding to three
of the meanings pure experience carried for Nishida in An Inquiry into the Good:
(1) simple awakening is like the fact of pure experience, a unity of words and
things (í and ª, both of which are joined at the roots in the Japanese language
by having the same pronunciation but differing Chinese characters: koto); (2) self-
awakening points to the fact that pure experience is a dynamic self-unfolding in
which all awareness of others is at the same time a self-awareness; and (3) under-
standing of the self and world reµects the fact that pure experience is the principle
by which everything can be explained (1991, 249–57). In this way he tries to see the
core of the idea of pure experience surviving in Nishida’s later work.

In general, I agree with Ueda’s view that self-awareness is a central idea of
Nishida’s philosophy (1981). The fact that some, like Kõsaka, have been able to
see Nishida’s concern with self-awareness as no more than the stage in his devel-
opment associated with Intuition and Reµection, indicates how little attention
Nishida gave to re³ning his de³nition of the term (1961, 71–117). What is clear is
that he intended it as a re³nement of the traditional idea of self-consciousness,
for which reason he spoke for a period of “self-aware self-consciousness” (nkz 4:
286). � Elsewhere I have argued that the idea of the true self owes as much, if not
more, to western thought as to eastern (see notes to §60 below). Nishitani’s

reading of Nishida’s idea of the self (1991a, 112–44) is a very skillfully executed
stringing together of passages from An Inquiry into the Good to show that they
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represent a consistent idea. Although Nishitani had the advantage of studying
directly with Nishida and therefore is a more reliable guide than I in regard to
what ideas Nishida had and did not have, my suspicions are that his own concen-
tration on the notion of the self were more at play in his reading of Nishida than
Nishitani gives them credit for. � Unlike some of his disciples, notably Nishitani,
who drew more on Buddhism, Nishida uses terms like non-I ([a) and self that
is not a self (À÷q˜sÀ÷) sparsely. In their place he prefers the positive expres-
sion of true I (Ou•, e.g., 3: 146) or true self (OuÀ÷).

Part of the problem is language, since use of the term “self” is often less tech-
nical than it is a matter of grammar. Thus when Nishida writes that “one with-
out an ego, that is to say one in whom the self has been destroyed, is the greatest,”
the word “self” (À÷) functions like a pronoun referring to “I” (a) and not a
noun as translators tend to do in order to make the sentence read more naturally
(1990c, 77; 1995a, 123; 1997a, 91). Lacking de³nite and inde³nite articles, Japanese
enjoys an ambiguity of expression here that English does not. See also notes to
§44 below.

Nakamura Yðjirõ ³nds a cognate to Nishida’s distinction between ego and
true self in the psychology of C. G. Jung, where “ego” is said to refer to mere self-
consciousness and “self” to self-awareness (1984, 66–71). While there is a certain
overlap in the intention behind the distinction, the comparison of terminology is
mistaken, and breaks down as he carries it further into its psychological
rami³cations. If one is looking for points of contact, it would seem more accu-
rate, and more useful, to trace the idea in the west directly to Nietzsche, beginning
with the third of his Untimely Meditations. � Yusa thinks that the true self is a
kind of matrix, or locus, for the ordinary ego, and in this sense can be seen as a
“pure consciousness” (1998b, 27–8). Though her choice of words is not particu-
larly good, this is indeed one of the meanings one can ³nd in Nishida, particularly
in his ³nal essay.

The use of “self” to mean “self-identity” is clear, for instance, in an occasional
piece he wrote in 1936 (nkz 13: 124–5). When he speaks in a 1901 diary entry of the
need to “let go of petty ambitions to philosophy and fame and make peace in the
self” or “conquer the self” (nkz 17: 50–1), for example, the contexts make it clear
that he means no more than what we would call ³nding peace with oneself and
overcoming one’s baser desires.

15 active intuition, knowing by becoming. Nishida’s two
major essays on active intuition, over one hundred pages

each, were completed in 1935 and 1936, and one shorter piece was published in the
following year (nkz 8: 107–218, 273–393, 541–71). A reconstruction of the 1936
essay, “Logic and Life,” is offered in Yuasa, who inserts in his account a compari-
son with Watsuji and a contrast of Heidegger with Nishida (1987b, 50–2, 65–72).
� The combining of the active and passive dimensions of intuition recalls Fichte’s
idea of facts as never merely given but always in some sense made—what he
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called Tathandlung. While Nishida was sympathetic with Fichte’s idea, he balked
at the turning of the I into a substantive. Active intuition may be considered his
best formal answer to Fichte. � See also Cestari’s lucid description of active
intuition (1998). � Takeuchi Yoshitomo’s late study of active intuition (1992:
9–93) contends that this remained pivotal in Nishida’s thinking to the end.

Jacinto suggests, in an overview of Nishida’s idea of body, that we distin-
guish three forms: the biological, the historical, and the productive, each of which
mediates a different aspect of the self’s relation to reality (1989, 22–32). Despite his
efforts to show how the idea was Nishida’s way of making his epistemology con-
crete, I ³nd myself in sympathy with Keta when she suggests that Nishida’s
abstract notion of “body” did not succeed in introducing “bodily thinking” into
his philosophy. Given his long practice of zazen, she faults him for the omission,
or rather the collapsing of the Zen idea into a philosophical one (1985, 171–2). I
would add that Nishida could also have come to a far more concrete understand-
ing of bodily thinking by reading further in William James.

The distinctive expression Nishida uses for “becoming” a thing, ¨™×š, had
appeared already in An Inquiry into the Good (1990c, 61, 77). In commenting on
the ³rst passage, the one cited in the text, Nishitani interprets the concomitant
idea of “working at one with” something as the equivalent of an appropriation of
that thing into awareness (1991a, 116–17). Besides knowing, Nishida also speaks of
thinking about, acting on, and seeing a thing by becoming it. � It is curious that
although the idea of becoming is important in Nishida’s later thought, the editors
of the quasi-biblical concordance of An Inquiry into the Good neglected to single it
out (Takeuchi Seiichi et al. 1996).

Other citations: nkz 8: 163–5; Nishida 1958d, 362.

16 art and morality as self-expression. In two 1919
essays Nishida links the individuality of the artistic produc-

tion to pure experience, and sees active intuition as something that combines the
highly objective with the highly subjective, singling out van Gogh and the cubism
of Picasso as examples (see nkz 3: 116, 13: 123). These seem to be the ³rst indica-
tion of his interest in relating artistic activity to his own philosophy. � A short
essay Nishida wrote in 1900 (1987c) is his ³rst suggestion that the sense of
beauty, as well as of morality, is to be found in the no-self. � The distinction
between eastern and western art in relation to the idea of nothingness is also
expressed in his essay on Goethe (Nishida 1958b, 145–58). � Nishida’s calligraphy
was of high quality, but he refused to allow an exhibition while he was still alive
(see the comments by Ueda Juzõ and Shimatani Shunzõ in the publisher’s leaµets
to nkz 7 and 9).

In a brief essay on Nishida’s aesthetical theory, Yoshioka attempts to distin-
guish Nishida from the west’s concern with “certain knowledge” in virtue of a
starting point in the “pathos” of existence (1996, 137). It is true Nishida uses a
term uniting feeling and intention ù[ in a distinctive way already from An
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Inquiry into the Good. The English and French translators separate them as “feel-
ing and volition,” one of the latter adding a note to the effect that he doesn’t
understand the term (1997a, 16). Jacinto opts, incorrectly, for simply “emoción.”
And on ³rst encountering the term, the German not only misses the sense of the
word (Gemütsbewegung) but also the grammar of the passage (1989, 31). In any
case, it has nothing to do with the pathos of existence. The term “pathos” only
appears twice that I know of (nkz 7: 113, 147), where it is cited as synonymous
with the Hegelian idea of Leidenschaft. Alternatively, one could consider “pathos”
present in Nishida’s location of the starting point for philosophy not in “wonder”
but in “the sadness of life” (6: 116), which Õmine sees as an underlying current
running throughout Nishida’s thought (1990, 101). I have to say, deferring to
those who knew Nishida personally, that on the basis of the texts I ³nd the argu-
ment stretching things. If anything, I ³nd the element of pathos distinctively
absent in Nishida, whether in the Japanese aesthetic sense or a more general
philosophical sense, and one of the areas in which Nishitani made a signi³cant
contribution.

A clear statement of the identi³cation of the “ought” with the “real” in the
heightened awareness of the subject appears in his earliest attempt at an ethical
position (Nishida 1990c, 126).

Other citations: Nishida 1958b, 145–6, 159; 1958c, 175–6, 181; 1973a, 104; nkz 6:
14–15; 12: 150–1.

17absolute nothingness. Nishida calls his shift to nothing-
ness part of a turn to “religion” (nkz 4: 3), though curi-

ously the essays to which this applies, those gathered in a book he entitled From
Working to Seeing, are devoid of references to traditional religion and to God. The
religion he seems to have in mind is the religiosity he had discovered in artistic
creation.

Passages in An Inquiry into the Good referring to nothingness as an ontologi-
cal principle, either in western or eastern thought, can be found in Nishida

1990c, 46, 55, 167–8. � Near the end of Intuition and Reµection in Self-Awareness
we ³nd clearer indications of an idea of nothingness on a par with that of being,
such as the following: 

Like our will, which is nothingness while it is being, and being while it is nothingness,

this world transcends even the categories of being and nothingness…, for here being is

born out of nothingness. (Nishida 1987a, 166)

Nonetheless, these are no more than hints, and what is more, hints drawn mainly
from western philosophy. � In the same work, we ³nd a passing reference to
nothingness as mh² o•n in distinction to o ‚uk o•n not develop the idea of absolute
nothingness until some years later, neither does he speak of a “relative nothing-
ness,” as the translator has interpolated (50).

The idea of ontology was so foreign to Japanese thought and its Chinese
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ancestry that Nishi Amane, one of the ³rst modern thinkers to struggle with
translating western philosophical concepts into Japanese, could not decide exactly
how to render the term itself. Sometimes he calls it Ð¿¿, or the study of nonen-
tities, at other times, the study of principles of order 7¿¿, and at still others
û¿¿, or the study of original forms. See C»:6TD (Tokyo: Munetaka Shobõ,
1960), 1: 36, 146, 161.

The attempt by Hisamatsu Shin’ichi to lay out the various de³nitions of
nothingness east and west is naïve to much of the history of western philosophy,
and insofar as it co-opts Nishida’s thinking for Zen and indeed for “oriental noth-
ingness” as a whole, to much of the history of eastern thought as well. See his
“The Characteristics of Oriental Nothingness,” Philosophical Studies of Japan 2,
1960: 65–97. Hisamatsu had studied under Nishida, was strongly inµuenced by
him, and is still revered by his followers and students as a philosopher who
belongs alongside Nishitani and Tanabe as one of the pillars of the Kyoto school.
See the comments by Swanson in this regard (1996, 100).

Maraldo notes, in defending Nishida against Tanabe’s criticism of intuition-
ism, that “Nishida never writes of the pure or immediate experience of nothing-
ness” (1990, 251) but uses language that suggests nothingness as either a condition
for the possibility of experience” or even as that which experiences. He is correct
that Nishida never writes of the pure experience of anything, since by de³nition
pure experience does not distinguish an object. But we should add that Nishida
did not begin using his concept of nothingness until after he had stopped using
that of pure experience, and that the former replaced some of the functions of the
latter. Nishida does not talk of a consciousness of absolute nothingness like the
consciousness of objects in the world that allows for a knowing by becoming. But
he does in fact relate experience to nothingness in the only way one would expect
him to: as a “self-awareness.” This I take it be precisely what he means by seeing
nothingness as the locus of all experience (rather than the actual experiencer). For
example, Nishida explicitly writes that “in religious consciousness the body-mind
is dropped off and we are united with the consciousness of absolute nothingness”
(nkz 5: 177). On the other hand, Nishida does state clearly that God or Buddha, as
absolutes, cannot be experienced directly but only through the mediation of expe-
riences that constellate the sentiment of no-self (see notes to §22 below).

Other citations: Nishida 1970b, 17, 49, 77, 237; 1973a, 41; nkz 4: 221, 245, 254;
7: 445; 8: 324–5.

18 identity and opposition. Nishida’s ³rst treatment of
the idea of the coincidentia oppositorum was a short lecture

delivered in 1919 (1997b). � He gave a concentrated series of lectures on the coin-
cidentia oppositorum in 1919 at Õtani University. The lengthy essay referred to was
published in 1939 as “The Self-Identity of Absolute Contradictories” (Nishida

1958c).
Paul rejects out of hand Nishida’s idea of identity in contradiction and of
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absolute nothingness as a distorted reading of the idea of “nonsubstantiality” or
of N„g„rjuna’s logic (1993, 136–7). See notes to §2.

Dilworth relates the interest in a logic of contradictions to Nishida’s general
interest in bringing east and west into encounter, noting, however, that he did not
develop the consequences of the former for the latter (1987, 129–31). � The ety-
mology of the Chinese glyph for soku or sunawachi, “, is said to derive from the
sense of “taking one’s seat for a meal,” from which it took the general sense of
“arriving at,” “being attached,” or “following on.” 

Tremblay is wrong to argue that the absence of the term absolute in the
phrase “self-identity of contradictories” is without meaning (2000a, 108). For
example, he uses that phrase to refer to the identity of subject and environment in
Greek culture (nkz 12: 354) and to speak of the relation of the temporal to the
spatial world (12: 294). In religious contexts, such as St. Paul’s idea of Christ living
in the self (12: 369), he invariably includes the quali³er “absolute.” Ueda

Shizuteru concludes that this makes his elimination of the term “absolute” in
referring to the imperial household signi³cant in that it denies the emperor the
religious meaning he was given at the time (1998a, 482–5).

The distinction between what things are and that they are things of experience
is carried in Japanese by the vernacular Japanese terms mono and koto respec-
tively. This latter term serves a variety of grammatical functions that enhances the
distinction from the former, which refers simply to something or someone.
Although commentators on Nishida are fond of drawing attention to the resist-
ance of koto to translation by any single word in European languages, it seems
perfectly clear in paraphrase. See, for example, Kimura Bin, “Self and Nature: An
Interpretation of Schizophrenia,” Zen Buddhism Today 6 (1988), 20–1; and Fujita

Masakatsu 1998b, 61–3. 
D. T. Suzuki, who was aware of the same differences between ways of think-

ing east and west, took the opposite stance from Nishida, seeing logic as no more
than a tool for communication with those who think in terms of logic. Thus in a
1951 letter regarding Nishida’s continued reminder of the fact that Zen does not
have a logic, he writes, “If we are going to convince the westerners, somehow or
other we are going to need a logic.” Akizuki Ryõmin, CŠ…ØØuíèo„`D

[Thoughts and sayings of D. T. Suzuki] (Tokyo: Kõdansha, 1967), 187.
Other citations: nkz 8: 616; Nishida 1958d, 355–7, 359; 1970b, 16. 

19 the historical world. Details on the relations between
Nishida and the Navy can be found in Hanazawa 1999,

150–67. There is no need here to reproduce his careful documentation of each of
the details given here in résumé. � To get an idea of the intellectual confusion
after the war, see Shibayama 1994, 110ff. � The argument for the nation as the
primary “moral body” can be found in nkz 12: 376. � For the relationship
between morality and absolute nothingness, see especially Nishida 1973a, 133–9.

Nishida 1958d, 351–3, 358; 1973a, 165-6; 1970b, 237, 254.
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20 the logic of locus. Others have variously translated the
logic of locus as a logic of place or of topos. The verbal and

adjectival cognates for “place” in English are too clumsy to use to translate
Nishida’s imagery of location and being located. The Greek term topos, which
Yusa and Jacinto are fond of, apparently for its philosophical ring, bring addi-
tional problems. Nishida does suggest the term, to be sure, when he says that “the
word basho was taken from the idea of the place of the Ideas of the Platonists”
(nkz 11: 73), and Nishitani—whether on the basis of something Nishida said or
not, we cannot tell—associates it with cw–ra of Plato’s Timaeus (1982a, 21). Nei-
ther of these connections is pursued in Nishida’s own writings. Nor does there
seem to be any connection with Aristotle’s use of the term, let alone the more
technical uses the term has taken in modern logic. Nakamura has given a popu-
lar account of the range of meanings that the ordinary terms place, topos, and
locus have taken in western science and philosophy, and contrasted them with the
way Nishida took the equivalent term in Japanese, the everyday word basho õ‹,
and gave it still another meaning (1988). � Dilworth has rendered basho as
“horizon” in his translation of Art and Morality, and in his translation of
Nishida’s last essay alternates mainly between “place” and “matrix” (1973a,
1987b). On his account of the logic of locus as a “matrix ontology,” see 1987,
14–20. An earlier essay of his that tries to show how the logic of locus (he called it
“topos” then) became a ³nal resting point for Nishida is one of the clearest intro-
ductory pieces to Nishida’s mature thought I know of in a western language (Dil-

worth, 1979).
In a later essay on the philosophical foundations of mathematics, Nishida

uses the logic of locus generously, but makes no mention of the idea of “³eld”
(rendered as õ or ¿ in Japanese, depending on the meaning) in either its classi-
cal or modern senses there (1995g). The closest allusion to the scienti³c use is a
passing reference to the “locus of material force” (Nishida 1973a, 48). � For a
general overview of the role of mathematics in his thinking, see Shimomura

1985b.
Yuasa (1987b, 42, 67) reckons that Nishida, like Watsuji, followed a general

oriental preference for spatial thinking, unlike the western preference for the tem-
poral. A similar position is taken by Arisaka, who also takes Watsuji’s idea over
into her reading of Nishida’s logic of locus (1996b). This is not an uncommon
view among Japanese philosophers, but Nishida himself is not so clear about it.
In fact, he claims that the Greeks were spatially oriented and the Japanese, in con-
trast, temporally oriented, so that “whereas the Greeks subsumed time within
space, the Japanese subsumed space within time” (1970b, 248–9). I would argue
that the idea of locus abstracts from both space and time.

Ueda Shizuteru, on whose helpful essay I have drawn liberally for my sum-
mary, argues that Japanese language more easily lends itself to the idea of some-
thing “becoming conscious” as an event independent of the subject because of its
preference for intransitive statements in contrast to European languages (“The
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sound of the bell is heard” rather than “I hear the bell”) (1995b, 31). Though he
later quali³es his remarks to avoid the impression that the Japanese language is
better suited to Nishida’s thinking, his remarks point to two common mistakes
made by a great many of Nishida’s commentators. First, not all European lan-
guages adopt the grammatical demand for stating the subject of the transitive
verb as English and German do; and second, the presence or absence of the gram-
matical subject does not necessarily accent, either in Japanese or in western lan-
guages, the presence or absence of a sense of the subject, despite the literal mean-
ing. See also the notes to §21 below.

Nishitani says that with the logic of place the last vestiges of psychologism
were gone from Nishida (1991a, 91–2). � O’Leary’s remark that Nishida’s locus is
“an oriental equivalent of the Platonic or neo-Kantian mundus intelligibilis” (1987,
ix) is only true if one extends the notion of intelligibility to include the fusion of
subject and object, and the notion of world to include nothingness. Nishida dis-
cusses this in two 1929 essays (1958a and nkz 5: 5–57). � Kõsaka, from whom I
have drawn the model of the three circles (1961, 119–20), also refers to these levels
as location in being, location in relative nothing, and location in absolute noth-
ingness (1935, 37–8).

Other citations: nkz 4: 5–6; Nishida 1973a, 37.

21 subject, predicate, and universal. The résumé on
subject and predicate appears in the concluding chapter of

Nishida’s 1926 essay on “Locus” (nkz 4: 272–89). � A recent study of Nishida’s
idea of the universal based on volume 5 of his Collected Works (Tremblay 2000a)
gives a much more detailed account of this idea and its relation to the logic of
locus. It could pro³tably be completed by the efforts of Kosaka to schematically
relate the various kinds of universals of which Nishida speaks (of action, intelligi-
bility, expression, self-awareness, and judgment) to one another and to his logic
of locus (1991, see especially 283–7). Both of these authors make me all the more
conscious of how simplistic my own résumé is and how many questions it leaves
unanswered.

Abe Nobuhiko (1993) argues that languages centered on a subject-predicate
structure (the model of which is English syntax) are not suited to translating
Nishida’s central ideas. The argument challenges an important assumption in
western philosophical circles: that the “deep structure” of all languages is funda-
mentally identical and that this structure can be called to the surface with the help
of logical thinking in order to produce a universally valid mode of thought. At the
same time, he weakens his case by introducing an oblique assumption of his own:
that the grammars of western languages function in the same way in deliberately
logical, scienti³c discourse as they do in habitual modes of thinking and commu-
nication. On that basis he is able to contrast Japanese with English and arrive at
certain incompatibilities relative to philosophical discourse. I prefer to think of
language as less monolithic, and to recognize the way in which the “subject-

300 Philosophers of Nothingness



predicate” modes of European languages accommodate themselves naturally to
modes of thought of a quite different nature, namely to communicating exactly
what the Japanese “topical” grammar is designed to express by its elimination of
the subject-predicate demand. I also think that this everyday experience of lan-
guage plays a much greater part in philosophical thought and expression than is
ordinarily given credit. No one knew this better than William James, whom Abe
contrasts well with Nishida. In any case, these are not claims Nishida himself made.

The term Nishida uses for working, zU‘u, carries the sense of the worker as
well. In introducing the term, he de³nes it as “the ongoing transformation of the
self in time” (nkz 4: 176–7), thus setting up the contrast with seeing, which will
rely on non-temporal, spatial metaphors.

Other citations: nkz 4: 254, 279; 6: 279; Nishida 1970b, 45, 79–80, 172–3.

22 self and other. Tremblay has put the subject of self-
awareness in context by distinguishing it from other kinds

of “self” in Nishida (2000b). What is interesting about her helpful summary is
that she overlooks the self of self-and-other. I say this, even though I am ques-
tioning here whether the presence of the other adds anything to the notion of self
covered by her categories. 

Elsewhere I have argued a comparison of Nishida’s ideas with Buber’s I and
Thou, focusing on the question of what happens to the moral imperative of the
self towards the other in each. I also take issue there with Ueda Shizuteru’s com-
parison (1991, 352–8), which tilts the scales of the comparison in Nishida’s favor,
for having confused the notion of Verhältnis and Beziehung in Buber, and for hav-
ing failed to ask the ethical question. I conclude that his allusions to Buber are
intended primarily to accent an originality in Nishida’s ideas that cannot be
accounted for in classical western philosophy (Heisig 2000). � For a more favor-
able assessment of Nishida’s book, see Kopf 1999. � I have left out of my account
the element of the third person (the “he” or “she”), which Hirokawa sees as the
whole orientation of the I-you relationship in Nishida (1999). � A lengthy com-
parison of Nishida and Buber by Tsunoda (1994, 123–54) covers much the same
ground as Ueda, whom he does not cite, but also fails to take into account the
moral imperative of Buber absent in Nishida. � Nishida cites Gogarten’s Ich
glaube an den dreieinigen Gott near the end of his own book (nkz 6: 417), a work
in which Buber’s inµuence is evident. This may even have been a major stimulus
for his own interest in the I-you relationship. In any case, the ³rst allusion to
Buber’s work appears in Nishida’s diaries in 1934, two years after the publication
of his own book. Ueda (1991, 350-1) recon³rms my suspicion that Nishida could not
have known any more than the title of Buber’s work when he composed his own.

The introduction of the idea of the “eternal now,” of course, suggests a com-
parison with Kierkegaard. Kierkegaard’s idea of the self constituting itself by
encountering the power of an absolute other in self-reµection is not basically dif-
ferent from Nishida’s, where the I-you relationship is a stage in the “self’s relating
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itself to itself.” But this was the very “sublime mistake” whose rejection set Buber
on the path of the I-Thou; for Nishida, it is a logical entailment of seeing reality as
absolute nothingness. I do not know that Nishida ever cited, or even knew,
Kierkegaard’s famous passage about the self grounding itself in the absolute.

To get an idea of how the I-you idea survives in later works, minus the con-
nection with love and simply as a logical device, one can refer to the essays written
immediately after and collected as the ³rst volume of his Fundamental Problems of
Philosophy (for example, see Nishida 1970b, 18–19, 24–27, 69–71, 139–41). One
may also cite the concluding section of a 1934 essay that paraphrases the structure
of the I-you, which also stresses the logical structure alone (nkz 7: 266ff). � The
only extensive treatment of the relation of Nishida’s idea of self and other I am
aware of is a collection of essays by Noguchi (1982), in which the author attempts
to show the continuity between the two essays of Nishida’s treated here and
Nishida’s earliest work, and to reply to criticisms. The question of morality is not
raised.

The inµuence of T. H. Green on Nishida’s maiden work, An Inquiry into the
Good, is well known. But while Nishida took over Green’s idea of reality as some-
thing spiritual that transcends both reason and the world, from the start he never
personalized reality the way Green had. This was a question Nishitani would
wrestle with directly, but Nishida did not. On the contrary, the loss of self in mys-
tical union he sees as undercutting the personalist view rather than supporting it,
as is common in western mystical theology. Given Nishida’s views of the funda-
mentally impersonal nature of reality and his radical relativization of the personal
aspect of the I-you encounter, there is no way to put him in the “personalist”
camp, as was done early on through a secondhand knowledge of Nishita’s work
before anything had been translated (Piper 1936). � At the same time, the claim
that Nishida’s is “obviously a Japanese philosophy” based on the idea of a distinc-
tively “Japanese ego” (Miyakawa Tõru in publisher’s leaµet, nkz 12) is not only
not self-evident, it seems to me completely mistaken.

The ³rst clear mention of the idea of love as the combining of the opposites
of self and other in such a way as to con³rm the self appears in a short 1919 essay,
where he states that “to love the other is to love the self” (Nishida 1997b, 11). In
that same place he indicates that God (and Buddha) cannot be known directly but
only indirectly through the emotion that accompanies the union of the opposites,
which, together with his rejection of a personal God, helps explain the absence of
an Eternal Thou in his thought.

Other citations: Ueda Shizuteru 1998b, 243; nkz 6: 265, 343-4, 348, 385-6, 408,
424; 7: 266].

23 love and responsibility. Nakamura Yðjirõ sees the ten-
dency to ignore the ethical dimension of love in Nishida

already from the time of A Study of Good where the highest moral category was
that of ¼, “authenticity” or “sincerity,” which is too subjective to ground moral
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outrage against the status quo. A?¼@oJLŠ”í9ErkJmB [On the moral
value of ‘sincerity’] in C»qš‘uo^mu;îD [Religion as inner] (Tokyo:
Iwanami, 1997), 20. Hase (1998b) parries the criticism by challenging Nakamura’s
understanding of Nishida’s later work on the I-you relationship without, how-
ever, coming to grips with the fundamental abstractness of an ethic whose termi-
nus ad quem remains a heightened sense of self-awareness.

The references to the love of God and the citation of Augustine should not be
taken in their ordinary Christian sense. Already from a 1916 essay on “Within and
Without the Mind” Nishida characterized the question of “whether the gods and
buddhas are to be found within the mind or without it” as important to believers
but unacceptable to his philosophical logic, in which reality is the same, whether
it appears at one moment as mind and another as some thing outside the mind
(nkz 113:109). Hence the allusion to the love of God, far from supporting the idea
of an independent thou, only recon³rms the self as an absolute center of reality. 

Other citations: nkz 6: 260, 273, 348, 390, 391, 420–1.

24 japanese culture, world culture. The essay compar-
ing cultures east and west is partially translated in 1970b,

237–54. � Although based on a rather limited set of translations, Yoo’s doctoral
thesis (1976) brings together a readable summary of Nishida’s general ideas on
Japanese culture, and does so with a sensitivity to the questions generally lacking
in western appreciations.

Until quite recently, the leading representatives of the Kyoto-school philoso-
phy in Japan had made no serious attempt to parry the criticisms that had been
raised against Nishida’s political statements during the war. A conference to dis-
cuss the question was organized in 1994, at which time Ueda Shizuteru prepared
a lengthy judgment on Nishida’s political philosophy (1995d) in which he argues
his position of the “tug-of-war over meanings.” Although I edited out a good deal
of the text while working on the translation, Ueda himself later published a still
longer version of the original in Japanese (1998a). Yusa’s paper, prepared for the
same symposium, slants the events entirely in Nishida’s favor, casting aside all
criticism with citations from his works and private papers (1995c; see also her ear-
lier account of 1989, where many of the same points are made). � Lavelle

(1994b) µatly rejects as “inexact” the claim that Nishida took formulas from
of³cial doctrines and gave them different meanings, claiming instead that he used
them to probe the deeper meanings of those doctrines. There is no evidence given
for this and plenty of evidence to the contrary. At the very least, his opinions
should be read in tandem with the no less critical but withal fairer presentation of
Stevens (2000). � Furuta makes a case that Nishida’s conscious opposition to
fascism and ultranationalism had no effect for the reason that it added the “ideal
dialectic” to the very thing he was opposing (1956, 452), concluding that therefore
embracing Nishida’s aims requires overcoming the content of his philosophy
(465). 
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By 1942 Nishida was completely fed up with the Ministry of Education’s
“insanities” and encouraged his disciples to have nothing to do with them
(Kõyama 1949, 85). � Miki is surely correct when he says that Nishida’s departure
from mere imitation of western philosophy “was not the result of any Japanism
or Orientalism but lay at the fountainhead of his own political philosophy”: 

From here on, philosophy will have to be world philosophy, and what I have in mind in

saying this is that it is here that Nishida’s philosophy can make its distinctive mark.

The point is important. The “logic of nothingness” that seems to leave you prostrate

in awe, is in fact a world logic.

The context makes it plain that Miki means both that Nishida’s philosophy is for
the world, and that it is a philosophy about the world (Miki 1986, 10: 412, 419–20).

Other citations: Nishida 1970b, 237, 249; nkz 12: 385–94; 13: 116; 18: 544–5, 621;
19: 28–9, 110.

25 the turn to political philosophy. The slogan )³

èo, enrich the country, strengthen the military, goes hand
in hand with another, ¨yØV, honor the emperor, expel the barbarians, to express
the desire of the Japanese leadership to extricate Japan from the treaties that had
been imposed on it at the time it reopened its doors to the rest of the world.

In making his educated guess as to what Nishida’s idea of the state would be,
Miki adds a farsighted criticism of his own to the effect that he ³nds Nishida too
“idealist” and thinks that he weakens his dialectic by removing the ingredient of
praxis from the time of the historical world. He recognizes here the point of
Tanabe’s logic of the speci³c (see §§33–34) but thinks that in the end both
Nishida and Tanabe seem to see only discontinuity in the relations among partic-
ular societies (1986, 10: 419–26).

The passages from his diary can be found in nkz 17: 129–30. Ueda Shizuteru
cites the second passage from the diaries, critical of the war celebrations, conve-
niently neglecting the former (1995b, 41). � Many helpful details about Nishida’s
reactions to the events of the 1930s have been gathered together and carefully doc-
umented, though with a clear bias towards Nishida’s innocence and a tendency to
value passing bits of comments made in personal correspondence the same as
extended statements made in published texts, by Yusa (1995c, 1998a, 445–91). �
The most famous attack on Nishida from the right was written by Minoda
Muneki in the pages of a rightist magazine called Cã7ÕûD [Principium Nippon-
ica] 14 (1938), 3–22. Nishida dismissed it as fascist claptrap (nkz 19: 33). � Arima

suggests that Nishida’s aim was an “emancipation of the self from society” for an
inner harmony, which in turn required harmony and the absence of conµict in
the political sphere. He places Nishida among those who retreated to academia
“as a way of nursing the emotional wounds they had experienced in being
removed from the limelight of historical events” (1969, 11–13). I have a dif³cult
time reconciling these opinions with the more complex facts of the matter.
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A short piece by Kracht (1984), concluding that Nishida had replaced
Hegel’s theodicy with his own “satanodicy,” may be cited as an example of the
sort of extreme and uninformed bias Nishida’s political ideas have prompted. �
One ³nds this kind of bias prevalent in present-day Japan among conservative
Christian intellectuals opposed to the imperial system. To cite one recent exam-
ple, a dialogue between Shinpo Yðji and Tomioka Kõichirõ, CÕûu±jD [The
true tradition of Japan] (Tokyo, Chõbunsha, 1995) refers to Nishida’s philosophy
as a “Battleship Yamato” in that it de³ned its task primarily in terms of an attack
on the west (28–9), and adding later that the reason there are so many interpreta-
tions of Nishida is that he did not even understand himself (136). � A fair
overview of postwar reactions to Nishida can be found in Ueyama, who argues
that attempts to dismiss Nishida as fascist are too one-sided and often based on
an incorrect association of him with his disciples, notably Tanabe and the Chðõ-
kõron discussions (see the text and notes to §52 below). His own conclusion is
that Nishida’s political philosophy was abstract and bourgeois, basically extracted
from ideas in his early writings (1971, 75–138), more or less supporting my conclu-
sion that his political philosophy was not very remarkable. 

Ueda suggests that in referring to the imperial household Nishida deliberately
spoke of a self-identity of contradictories, omitting the quali³er absolute in order
to distance himself from those who preached the divinization of the emperor (see
nkz 12: 334–5). The reference can be found in the notes to §18 above. � Yamada

Munemutsu, a critic of the Kyoto school’s involvement in the politics of the day,
defends Nishida’s philosophy as not having shared in the support of the imperial
system (1978, 221–304).

Other citations: nkz 12: 375–83; 14: 405–6.

26 rudiments of a political philosophy. Nishida’s
remark on the occasion of his brother’s death appears in

nkz 13: 170. � Although the page references of the translation of extracts from
The Question of Japanese Culture indicates that the last section has been included,
in fact it is omitted in its entirety (Nishida 1958d). � Quotations from the
C³¿u û–D, Principles of the National Polity, can be found in Kokutai no Hongi:
Cardinal Principles of the National Entity of Japan, translated by J. O. Gauntlett
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1949), 134, 126. � The symbolism of the
Shinto myths and their relation to the emperor system is already referred to in
The Question of Japanese Culture (nkz 12: 335–8), where he parallels it to the
Christian west and the Holy Roman Empire.

Jacinto has gone to great lengths to pull out from Nishida’s works ideas
related to one or other aspect of political philosophy and weave them into a com-
posite whole (1994). I have found his efforts helpful for composing my résumé
here, particularly because of his constant reference back to the original texts. At
the same time, I think he is being entirely too generous in presenting these ideas
as a signi³cant contribution to Nishida’s thought, let alone to the political philos-
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ophy of Japan at the time, or political philosophy that transcends Nishida’s day.
� In his 1988 doctoral thesis Huh takes a still more favorable view of Nishida’s
political thought, placing it on a par with his theory of self-awareness. For a time,
Nishida may have agreed with him; I cannot. 

Regarding Nishida’s attachment to the imperial family, Yusa is surely correct
in seeing this as the normal attitude of the day, opposed by very few (though
hardly “only the Communist party,” as she suggests), and undeserving of criti-
cism from the postwar viewpoint (1989, 292–3). The same could be said of Tanabe
and Nishitani as well. � A most helpful, though of course partial, survey of the
views of Nishida’s political involvements has been prepared by Arisaka. Her own
casual and unimaginative conclusion, that Nishida could have chosen to remain
silent had he fundamentally disagreed with the government’s expansionist poli-
cies (1996a, 95), is no indication of the care with which she has done the rest of
her work. If I understand her correctly, I agree with the conclusion she presents in
her doctoral thesis, that Nishida’s use of his thought for political purposes is
merely “contingent”—but not for her reasons (1996b, 237–8). � Regarding the
strange composition of the 1943 essay on “The Principle of the New World
Order,” see Yusa 1989, 288–90; 1998a, 469–70. 

Kume has given us a useful critique of Nishida’s fundamental failure to intro-
duce the social dimension in his philosophy, as Tanabe had pointed out, along
with a critique of Tanabe for having failed to follow through on the consequences
of his “logic of the speci³c” (1999). � Agustín Jacinto informs me that my assess-
ment of Nishida’s failure to produce a political philosophy was the viewpoint Shi-
momura Toratarõ presented in late lectures on Nishida’s thought, but I have not
been able to locate a clear statement to this effect in his writings on Nishida.

Other citations: nkz 10: 333; 12: 271, 337, 403, 405–6, 409–10, 417; 19: 418.

27religion, god, and inverse correlation. Regarding the
composition and publication of Nishida’s ³nal essay, see

the reminiscences of Õshima Yasumasa in the publisher’s leaµet for nkz 4. � Recog-
nizing the dif³culty of reading the essay on its own, Dilworth has attempted an
interpretative translation, transplanting terms from continental philosophy freely
and paraphrasing arguments to give connections that he, as a seasoned reader of
Nishida, reckons to be consistent with the wider framework of his thought (Nishida

1987b; a partial earlier draft was published in Nishida 1970c). I would, however,
refer the reader rather to Yusa’s more literal rendering (Nishida 1986) on the
assumption that the previous pages of my explanation have not been in vain.

By combining soku “ (see notes to §18 above), with the negative particle hi
À, we have the formula of soku-hi “À, or af³rming by negating. The classic
source for this is the Diamond Sðtra saying that “All things are because all things
just as they are, are not.” Nishida cites the passage without identifying it (nkz 11:
399). The reference was provided by D. T. Suzuki, who had been prompted to
seek out a philosophical logic for Zen by reading Nishida. In citing Suzuki indi-
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rectly, Nishida is acknowledging the importance of Suzuki’s change of heart in
this matter (see notes to §§18 and 45). Regarding the differences of the two in the
interpretation of this notion, see Takemura 1997. � From a Zen standpoint the
reactions are mixed. Higashi (1985) has questioned Nishida’s way of applying
Suzuki’s idea of soku-hi to his idea of no-self and its effect on his reading of
Dõgen (as well as his rejection of Tanabe’s reading of Dõgen). Hashi, in contrast,
takes the opposite view of Nishida’s reading of Dõgen, and ³nds that it opens
Zen’s horizons (1997). Akizuki Ryõmin, while acknowledging the discrepancies,
shows how Nishida’s idea of inverse correlation addresses the difference a philo-
sophical approach requires (1996, part 1). 

The idea of inverse correlation was introduced too late to be further devel-
oped, but those closest to Nishida considered it a major development. Perhaps it
is best understood in contrast with that of soku as another way of speaking of the
“self-identity of absolute contradictories.” To take the paradigmatic example of
the God-human relation, instead of speaking in terms of the direct correlation of
a “divinity-in-humanity” (or Buddha and sentient beings, absolute and relative,
³nite and in³nite), Nishida reverses the role of the “in” to mean that the more
God is fully divine (self-emptying) and therefore the greater the distance from
humanity, the more we who relate to God become fully human (self-aware); and
the more fully human we are and the greater our distance from God, the more
our idea of God is truly divine. If God is a negation of humanity, that very nega-
tion reaf³rms humanity; and vice-versa. In this sense, it is a principle of “para-
dox” that goes beyond a mere dialectic of mutual negation to include the nega-
tion of the negation. � On the importance of the idea of inverse correlation for
Nishida, see, for example, the comments by Yamanouchi Tokuryð in the pub-
lisher’s leaµet for nkz 1. For a much fuller and more nuanced treatment, see
Kosaka (1994, 278–343), and the shorter treatment in Numata 1984, 213–27. A
brief summary of the relationship of the idea to Nishida’s earlier logic of relation-
ships can be found in Sasaki (1977, 93–102). � It may be noted that, in a rare ref-
erence to Nishida in his late writings, Tanabe accepted the idea of inverse correla-
tion as having bettered the idea of the self-identity of absolute contradictories as a
description of the relationship between being and nothingness (thz 11: 492). �
Dilworth prefers to render “inverse correlation” as “inverse polarity” and
stresses the relation between God and the self as one of mutually mirroring
images, each inverting the other (1987, 31–2). Although the idea of opposite poles
on a ³eld of force, imported from Whitehead, does not strike me as appropriate,
the idea of the mirror-image is surely one Nishida would have known from the
mystics (for instance, in Angelus Silesius, for whom the eye with which I see God
is the eye with which God sees me).

The sense of religion as something the self requires (nkz 1: 169) or demands
(Nishida 1990c, 149) recalls the notion of “drive” in An Inquiry into the Good (see
notes to §12 above). � Nishida wrote an introduction to the second edition of
Philosophy as Repentance (CHto^muò¿D) of Nozaki, which appeared after
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Tanabe’s similarly titled Philosophy as Metanoetics (CHtŠo^muò¿D). For
further details about Nozaki and his relationship with Nishida, see Kamimura
Takeo, Cò¿6o¡^—»,e−Á¤ŒVš1J´uvkuÜ…D [Philosophy stu-
dents and poets: Portraits of four brief lives surrounding Nishida Kitarõ] (Osaka:
Henshðshobõ Noah, 1985), 197–246. � Nishida’s lecture notes from his ³rst
course on religion have been included in his Complete Works (nkz 15: 221–381).
On the basis of these notes, Yusa has tried to present a more or less composite
picture of Nishida’s view of religion, but the contexts and time period separating
the ideas cited are really too motley, and his generalizations of Christianity and
Buddhism often too much adjusted to the purposes of the classroom, to justify
the simple weave of word-associations she uses to ³t everything on the same loom
(1998b). � Details of the way in which Nishida taught religion are provided by
Hisamatsu Shin’ichi in the concluding commentary of nkz 15.

A consequence of Nishida’s lack of concern with religious practice and its
relationship to received tradition is that he lands himself easily in a position that
contradicts what scholars have seen to be the most distinctive qualities of Japan-
ese religiosity, namely, its focus on ritual as the keystone of tradition. Rather than
contrast this with the western preoccupation with doctrine, he sees concern with
ritual form as characteristic of what Christianity took from the Greeks (1970b,
279–80). This, however, was part of his general cultural theory that by the time of
his ³nal essay had been laid quietly to rest. � Although Nishida himself refers to
his idea of God as an “absolute,” not as “Absolute Being” as Yusa’s translation has
it throughout (1986), the context makes it clear that God belongs to the world of
being. 

Only at the end of his essay does Nishida make one last attempt, in a most
confusing if brief ³nal section, to salvage the outlines of his cultural and political
philosophy under the rubric of the historicity of religion. What he intends to
argue is that religion must be independent of the state and culture, and yet belong
to both of them at the roots. In his earlier political writings he had claimed that it
was not the salvation of the individual but surrender to the absolute that was the
main goal of religion, which can then be shown to be present, analogically, in sur-
render to the state as the incarnation of the absolute ethnic society in the histori-
cal world. Hence he had concluded that “the state, as moral substance, does not
contradict religion.” His appended remarks in the ³nal essay add the necessary
quali³cations to liberate those ideas from the ideological context, but probably
would have been best omitted, given the weakness of the original theory and the
focus of this essay. � The ellipses in the passage disassociating religion from per-
sonal salvation and peace of mind (Nishida 1958c, 236) add the comment that
national ethics can be seen as the fruit of religion and therefore as not contradict-
ing it.

Other citations: Nishida 1958c, 238; 1973a, 118–19, 236; 1986, 25; nkz 11: 399;
13: 72, 76–7; 19: 417.
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Tanabe Hajime (1885–1962)

28 tanabe’s life and career. Tanabe’s self-deprecating
remarks about his abilities in mathematics (thz 5: 95) are

given the lie by his series of books and essays on mathematics, as well as his work
on the natural sciences. See Takeuchi Yoshinori 1986, xxxii. � Tanabe ³rst met
Nishida in 1913 at a supper after a lecture Nishida delivered to the Tokyo Philo-
sophical Society (nkz 17: 313).

I use the term “Freiburg school” in accord with the use of the time. It is now
more commonly known as the Southern German school. � Takahashi, who had
himself studied with Husserl three years after Tanabe, reports that Husserl was
not impressed with Nishida’s “intuitionism” as Tanabe presented it (1973b, 221).
Tanabe’s dissatisfaction with Husserl was due at least in part to his heavy psychol-
ogism (Tanabe 1986, 70). � Tanabe shared an of³ce with Gadamer when he was
studying with Husserl (Yusa 1998c, 63). � Colleagues of his at the time remem-
ber that Tanabe spoke of his task as “bringing logical rigor to Nishida’s thought”
(see the recollection of Akizuki Yasuo in the publisher’s leaµet for thz 2). 

If I have omitted mention of the conµict between Tanabe and Nishida in the
chapter on Nishida, it is because, having reviewed what I could ³nd on the subject
and discussed it with those who have recollections closer to the history of their
relationship, I conclude it was by and large Tanabe’s problem. Where I disagree is
with the conclusion that there was no major philosophical disagreement among
them. For example, even so astute a reader of Nishida and Tanabe as Takizawa

wrote as late as 1947 that “Tanabe’s thought does not take so much as a single step
beyond Nishida’s early thought” (1972, 10: 153), an opinion that further investiga-
tion of the texts seems to have changed (see notes to §46 below). � Nishida’s
remark on Tanabe’s heartlessness appears in a letter in which he vents his own
feelings in no uncertain terms: “That fellow—if you don’t look closely, you’re not
even sure if he’s alive or not” (nkz 18: 629). � The last work Tanabe published
while Nishida was alive, Philosophy as Metanoetics, nowhere mentions the name
of his teacher, though in a number of contexts it is clearly Nishida he has in mind
in his criticisms. Nishida’s ³nal essay, published in the same year, treats Tanabe in
the same way.

The saying on the gravestone is a quotation from a tribute Tanabe wrote for
Heidegger on his seventieth birthday under the title “Ontology of Life or Dialec-
tics of Death?” (thz 13: 529). The phrase was intended, in its original context, to
temper his praise for Heidegger with an assertion of his own prior commitment
to philosophy. It was inspired by a proverb Tanabe had found in Carlyle: Amicus
Plato, magis amica veritas (Sartor Resartus, chap. 2). The saying itself goes back to
Plato (Phaedo, 91), and was rendered later in Latin by Ammonius in his Life of
Aristotle. The idea to use it on Tanabe’s headstone was suggested by Tsujimura
Kõichi, who had done the German translation of the piece on Heidegger with the
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help of Hartmut Buchner (Tanabe, 1959a), and approved by the family and
Nishitani Keiji. The Chinese characters for search d¼ are particularly appropri-
ate here in that the ³rst of them, an abbreviation for “Greece,” was used in one of
the ³rst names Nishi Amane devised to translate the term “philosophy,” dò¿.
Regarding the motives for Tanabe’s self-enforced isolation, see the reminiscences
of Kõyama 1964: 160. On life in the mountain villa, see Kawashima 1997, 63–4. �
In addition to the sources mentioned above, further information about Tanabe’s
life and temperament can be found in: Abe Yoshishige, 1951; Õshima 1951; Taka-

hashi 1962; Nakano 1975, 425–58; and the personal recollections in Takeuchi,
Mutõ, and Tsujimura, 1991, part 2. I would also mention the recollections of
Nunokawa Kakuzaemon of the Iwanami Press, which show the brusque, even
offensive, manner he had of treating people (publisher’s leaµet to thz 2). After
Tanabe’s death, at his request, a portion of his personal library went to Kyoto
University and the majority, some 8,000 volumes, to Gunma University along
with the land and buildings of his mountain villa, which Ishizawa Kaname reha-
bilitated for use. The library also contains 206 notebooks, which should provide
clues to the development of Tanabe’s thought. For further details, see Ishizawa

1996, 33), and Kawashima 1998b, 323–5.
Other citation: Aihara, 1951, 270.

29 tanabe’s philosophical style. Tanabe’s inveterate
search for systematic unity and logical consistency is

con³rmed in a commentary on his late work by Nishitani Keiji (thz 13: 646–7). �
The closest Tanabe came to “journalistic” writing are the essays gathered in vol-
ume 8 of his Collected Works, which contains his comments on politics national
and international, but always written with the same logical rigor and, as Õshima
Yasumasa calls it, “Platonistic” style (see commentary to thz 8: 485). Additional
short pieces and a small sampling of the classical-style poems that were regularly
written at the end of his notebooks—as many as 1,000 in all—are included in the
second half of volume 14. � One of his university classmates recalls how Tanabe
was introverted and totally given to his academic work. He would compare his
teachers’ interpretations with the original texts, “until eventually one had to won-
der whether he had come to the school to learn or to criticize his teachers’ lec-
tures” (Fujiwara Yuishin, publisher’s supplement to vol. 3 of thz). � The recol-
lection of Tanabe as “the trawler” comes from a remark by Kuyama Yasushi in
1961 (see Nishitani 1981b, 143). Kuyama also suggests that Nishida was like Dos-
toevsky, who was able to gain a deep sense of life from everything he read and
saw, whereas Tanabe was more like Tolstoy for his concern to reshape reality and
criticize religion.

Regarding his presence in the classroom and attitude towards his students, see
Takeuchi Yoshinori 1990, 2–4; Hanazawa 1999, 42; and the recollection of Saitõ
Yoshikazu in the publisher’s leaµet for vol. 1 of nkc. Kimura Motomori is
reported to have said of Tanabe as a mentor that he was like a lion that tossed its
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cubs into the valley and would only raise those that could climb up out of it (from
Kuyama’s recollections in the publisher’s leaµet to thz 10).

Takeuchi suggests in those same reminiscences that if Tanabe had given in to
the impulse to resign, “to this day it is my belief that he would have ended up
committing suicide” (5).

Tanabe’s writings on literature include only essays on Valéry and Mallarmé,
in both of whom he sought correlates to his own philosophical ideas rather than
an appreciation of their role or value as literature. We also know that Tanabe read
and was moved by Rilke’s Book of Hours (from a letter, cited in Takeuchi Yoshi-
nori 1986, xxxvii). � Tanabe’s Complete Works were published between 1963 and
1964, and reprinted during 1972 and 1973. � A scattered, and now largely dated,
list of works on Tanabe was appended to the publisher’s leaµet for thz 15. 

30 pure experience, objective knowledge, morality. For
an overview of Tanabe’s early work, see Kawashima

1998a. � Tanabe took the expression thetic judgment from Alois Riehl, under
whom he would later study. Riehl’s use of the term more or less coincides with
the way Husserl used the word, namely, to distinguish the pure judgment about
an object from any perceptual interference on the part of the perceiving subject.
The essay, which opens the ³rst volume of his Complete Works, runs to a mere
eight pages but shows the breadth of Tanabe’s reading in European philosophy.

Maraldo’s conclusion, like that of Nishitani, that Tanabe did not differ as
much from Nishida as he thought, seems by and large correct. But he slights
Tanabe’s originality, and this shows up in the short remarks he makes about
Tanabe’s dialectics in a splendid overview of contemporary Japanese philosophy
(1997, 817–18).

Other citations: thz 1: 92; 2: 4, 152–3; 3: 69.

31 pure relationship, absolute mediation. Concerning
Tanabe’s reading on the boat back to Japan, see Kõyama

Iwao’s “Commentary,” thz 3: 525. � In his 1948 comments on the essay on Kant’s
teleology, Tanabe acknowledges that it was a topic he had no reason to select
except that he was under obligation to do so. That he should credit “fate” with its
importance rather than Nishida, who made the request of him, indicates a certain
distance from his teacher already at that time (thz 3: 8).

In An Inquiry into the Good Nishida had already insisted that “reality comes
into being through interrelationship” (1990c, 59) and in an essay published just
prior to that book claimed that his idea of pure experience allowed for “internal”
(that is, self-unfolding) connection among experiences whereas James’s had been
merely external (nkz 13: 97). Tanabe knew this essay, of course, but it is gratuitous
to say that he “took” these ideas from Nishida, just as it is to downplay the differ-
ences between Tanabe and Nishida on the grounds that the same things can be
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found in both of them. To compare a bon mot from Nishida—in which his works
abound—with the developed arguments of Tanabe is to see Nishida as a kind of
scripture in which all doctrine is pre³gured.

The concept of “dialectics” initially owed more to Cohen than to Hegel,
though its usefulness may have been instrumental in turning Tanabe closer to
Hegel in later following years (Kawashima 1999, 54). � Tanabe acknowledges the
helpful suggestions he got for his idea of absolute dialectics through discussion
with Miki and Tosaka, whom he refers to as his friends (thz 3: 78). � It was not
only from Hegel that Tanabe took over the idea of a logic that supersedes the law
of noncontradiction. He had already struggled with this question in a 1925 book
on Studies in the Philosophy of Mathematics, where he attempts to show the gener-
ation of numbers through a series of contradictions (thz 2: 419–24), and to sug-
gest cryptically that this supports Nishida’s idea of thought as a “system of self-
expression” that takes place through changes in the self (427). Kawashima says
that Tanabe relates these mathematical discussions to Fichte’s idea of the ego as
an act-fact (1998a, 50), but I have not been able to locate any such reference in
Tanabe’s text.

Nishitani sees the impact of the shadow of Nishida at work elsewhere, not-
ing, “Curiously, it almost seems as if the principle of negation that thoroughly
opposes and rejects the tendency of the self-awareness of absolute nothingness to
embrace all things gives us a mirror-image of Tanabe himself desperately strug-
gling to escape the embrace of Nishida’s philosophy” (1991a, 167). � The debate
between Fredericks, who published an essay for The Eastern Buddhist dealing
with the difference in the idea of absolute nothingness between Nishida and
Tanabe (1989), and Ives, who tried to parry the charges against Nishida (1989), is
weakened from the start by the absence in both accounts of attention to Nishi-
tani’s considerable reµections on his two teachers. Unfortunately, Maraldo does
no better when he later adds his remarks to the debate (1990, 249–55).

The most notable exception to the neglect of Tanabe in the west is the book-
length study of Laube (1984) of Tanabe’s idea of absolute mediation. Laube bases
his study principally on a popular series of introductory lectures on philosophy,
to which he overlays his own schematic of the interplay between the immanent
and the transcendent in history. From Tanabe’s later works he concludes that
Tanabe, as indeed all of the Kyoto school philosophers, basically aimed for a syn-
thesis between traditions of Buddhist and Christian inspiration (1994, 423). Laube
has done more than anyone to stimulate interest in Tanabe in the German-speak-
ing world (Brüll 1989, 169–81, and Koch 1990, 34–46, rely on it almost exclu-
sively), and to relate it to theological concerns. My chief disagreements with him
are two. First, there is the question of emphasis. The idea that he ³nds central in
Tanabe I see as having gradually moved to the periphery as a working assump-
tion, and as too abstract to explain the core of Tanabe’s achievement. Secondly,
no attempt is made to explain Tanabe’s fall into nationalism and the conse-
quences for his philosophy.
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The use of the soku copulative appears throughout Tanabe’s work in much
the same sense as it had with Nishida. Tanabe does not draw any particular atten-
tion to it, but beginning with Philosophy as Metanoetics it appears with much
greater regularity than before. 

32 a reinterpretation of absolute nothingness. It
should not be forgotten that from early on Nishida was

also swept up in the imaginative power of the Hegelian system and its aftermath.
His own response focused mainly on the relationship between transformation of
consciousness and the self-transformation of the world. The similarities with
Tanabe’s response are far more striking than the differences, though the particu-
lar circumstances in which their two philosophical systems took shape tended to
obscure the fact during the years of Tanabe’s mature work. On this point, see
Nishitani’s important essay, “The Philosophies of Nishida and Tanabe” in 1991a,
210–11.

It is Nishitani who compares Tanabe’s absolute nothingness with Nishida’s in
terms of the distinction between the differential and the integral, a distinction
that actually comes from Tanabe’s Metanoetics. Basing himself on a distinction he
had introduced in his 1931 book Hegelian Philosophy and Dialectics, Tanabe distin-
guishes the former as the standpoint of faith-act and the latter as immediate intu-
ition. Nishitani is correct that he has Nishida in mind for the latter.

Ienaga has brought many of Tanabe’s early comments on the state together
nicely in his Studies in the History of Tanabe’s Thought, 35–46. Even though
Tanabe was later to be accused of identifying the providential advance of history
with the Japanese nation, as late as 1936 even so astute a critic as Takahashi

Satomi could criticize him for having slid a Kantian subjectivism back into his
view of history (1973a: 221–67).

The passage on nothingness as central to philosophy (thz 9: 273) appears in a
context that reads almost like a paraphrase of the pattern relative nothingness–
nihility–absolute nothingness (279-85), which is central to Nishitani’s Religion and
Nothingness, a work whose composition would begin only seven years later. �
The expression absolute nothingness originates with Nishida and the Kyoto school,
but the Chinese term they use for absolute, áÁ, had already found its way into
standard philosophical translation. Literally it means “cutting off of any opposite”
in contrast to relative, oÁ, which means “facing an opposite.” Earlier Chinese
philosophy has used the term áÅ and oÅ to stress the cutting off of mutuality
or dependency. For precedents to the idea of an absolute, nondependent nothing-
ness in Chinese thought, see Lai 1990, 258–60. 

On Tanabe’s idea of the need for bridging the gap between the ideal and the
actual, see Õhashi 1991. � Tanabe left his studies in Germany with the idea of
combining a philosophy of life with a philosophy of the human sciences. 

Other citations: Tanabe 1986, 98; thz 6: 156.
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33 the origins of the logic of the specific. On Tanabe’s
reading of Bergson, see Hase 1994, 2. � Regarding

Tanabe’s own account of the origins of logic of the speci³c, see “Clarifying the
Logic of the Speci³c” and “Response to Criticisms of the Logic of the Speci³c,”
both in vol. 6 of thz. These two essays speak more of the formal logic of the idea,
in response to his critics. Regarding criticisms of the political consequences, dur-
ing the formative years of the idea he omits mention of his critics or their criti-
cisms. � Although Tanabe does not later draw particular attention to the fact,
during the early years of his idea he penned an essay on “The Relationship of Reli-
gion and Culture” (1934) in which he took up the “dialectical theology” of Barth
and Brunner, suggesting that his dialectic could overcome the polar opposition
their idea of the absolute alterity of God set up between religion and culture, and
between faith and reason (thz 5: 61–80).

In 1946 Tanabe wrote that his idea of a logic of the speci³c was “originally
suggested by Hegel’s objective spirit” (Tanabe 1969, 274; see also Takeuchi

Yoshinori 1990, 7–10). Standing between the subjective spirit of individual con-
sciousness and the absolute spirit of history, the customs, traditions, and laws of a
society are the objective spirit that specify and limit the absolute spirit on the one
hand and bind and control the subjective spirit on the other. Only to the extent
that this determination is an embodiment of the absolute nothingness that is the
true ground of the absoluteness of history can it be said to enhance, rather than
frustrate, the freedom of the individual.

Despite a small number of references to this connection with Hegel in his ear-
lier essays, it seems to me that the introduction of the notion of the speci³c to
explain objective spirit was rather an attempt to break his idea of absolute media-
tion away from the imposing shadow of Hegel’s scheme. I must admit I have
trouble understanding this claim as far as the purely logical structure of the
scheme goes. Tanabe’s ³rst outline of the logic of the speci³c opens with a brief
critique of Hegel’s lack of concreteness in the Science of Logic, and makes a brief
allusion to the Phenomenology of Mind. But in reading through the third part of
the Logic, where the idea of the concrete universal is discussed and where Hegel
makes his case for the cooperative interplay of universal, species, and individual, I
have to say I ³nd nothing terribly suggestive of Tanabe’s reading. Tanabe’s idea is
that the three parts of the Logic correspond to logics of the speci³c, the individual,
and the universal, respectively. I know of no one else who reads Hegel this way,
and in fact Tanabe himself may have realized this later, as his main point here—
that the logic of general predication found in part 1 (Being) “leaves no room for
doubt that it corresponds to a logic of the speci³c”—is not repeated in later writ-
ings (thz 6: 71–4). On the other hand, the inµuence of the Philosophy of Right on
Tanabe’s development of the idea of the nation is both explicit and to the point in
his early essays.

Not too much should be made of the term race here, which did not have all
the connotations it has today. The Japanese term Tanabe used, minzoku, could as
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well mean ethnos or simply Volk. On this, see Doak 1995. � Himi is right that a
careful reading shows that Tanabe used the phrase Blut und Boden as an example
of a closed totemic society (1990a, 97–8); I do not ³nd reference to the term, how-
ever, in the 1934 essay, but only in a later essay dating from 1940 (thz 8: 146).
After the war, when it was clear where Tanabe’s new logic had eventually led him,
the phrase Blut und Boden was cited as proof of his rightist tendencies, without
regard for its original context. See Yamada Munemutsu 1975, 47. � On Tanabe’s
critique of this idea and of Heidegger, see thz 8: 8. 

Other citations: thz 1: 444; 3: 76–7; 6: 466.

34 the specific and the sociocultural world. The
direction in which Tanabe took his conviction that media-

tion is real and not just an abstracted reµection of the real, is as different from
Nishida’s logic of place as it is from what Hegel does with the same conviction in
the Science of Logic. Tanabe’s rejection of Nishida’s “self-identity of absolute con-
tradictories” as slipping into a contemplation of a static, quasi-Plotinean One that
neglected the role of negative mediation (Tanabe 1986, 45, 89; thz 4: 307, 315) has
to be read today, I think, less as a fair appraisal of his senior colleague than as his
way of underlining the utter reality he wished to grant to mediation (Nishitani

1991a, 173–5). Nishida never challenged Tanabe on this directly in print, but
Kosaka has argued that the idea of “inverse correlation” was Nishida’s attempt to
answer Tanabe’s criticism (1994, 281).

Tanabe’s departure from Hegel is more studied. Hegel saw logical mediation
as a misty reµection of reality, a self-estrangement of Thought from itself, a tem-
porary detour away from phenomenal being in search of the essential substrate of
things, which would eventually wind its way back to the self-consciousness of
Spirit. In this way he argued that logic needs to be freed of its traditional attach-
ment to abstract notions of the universal and the speci³c as mere names for com-
mon features shared by concrete individuals in order to show Thought function-
ing in the unfolding of history as a concrete universal and a concrete speci³city. 

In addition to comments in the opening pages of the 1932 essay responding to
his critics (thz 6: 3ff), he suggests in a 1938 essay on “Logic from Kant to Hegel”
that Hegel’s critique of Kant needs to be complemented by a reverse critique in
which Kant’s concrete “Platonic” practical reason could challenge the abstract
and “Plotinean” aspects of Hegel’s Absolute Spirit (see especially thz 5: 400–4).
There he ³lls out an idea that he alludes to in a 1931 essay on “Dialectics and
Hegel’s Philosophy” (thz 3: 134). In addition, his longer essays on Hegel at that
time often refer to taking the ethical and historical dimension of Hegel more seri-
ously than Hegel himself had. � The rethinking of the classical syllogism was not
something Tanabe thought he had accomplished with a single stroke. He tracked
his idea through the history of the syllogism from Socrates through Aquinas and
Scotus (thz 7: 213ff). 

Other citations: thz 6: 145; 7: 261–2.
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35 the specific and the nation. Piovesana’s account of
Tanabe’s thought (1963, 145–58), though providing valu-

able historical information, is somewhat confused on the whole. In particular, it
rather badly misses the place of the nation in Tanabe’s logic of the speci³c. �
Laube glosses over the role of the state as a relative absolute in concluding that
for Tanabe “religion by its nature represents genus, while the state represents
species” (1984, 280). For a more careful but condensed account of the place of the
nation in Tanabe’s logical scheme, see Himi 1990a, 104–17, and 1990b. � On
Tanabe’s critique of Bergson, see thz 6: 147; on theocracy, 6: 149–53.

36 an ambivalent nationalism. Himi argues that there
was an unquestioned bias at work in Tanabe’s mind that

made him read the species not as a philosophical category in the strict sense but
as “no more than a euphemism for Japanese ethnic unity” (1990b, 311). I think he
may be simplifying Tanabe’s motivations, but his conclusion is certainly correct
as far as the results go.

Tanabe had trouble drawing a straight line from Taishõ democracy to Taishõ
philosophy, which for him was a humanism and a “cultivationism” and did not
represent a true basis for the ideals of Taishõ democracy. The political Taishõ
democracy and cultural Taishõ humanism and cultivationism ran parallel but
rarely communicated with each other. Apart from a slight overlap in the “concept
of culture,” the waves of Taishõ democracy hardly reached Tanabe at all. Ienaga

(1988, 5–6) argues that he accepted the positive signi³cance of culturism only in
the sense of a metaphysical culturism that broke through the crude antipolitical
and antisocial culturism he saw as distinctive of Taishõ thinkers. He draws on the
analysis of Funayama Shin’ichi, CØ±ò¿tÓÁD [Studies in the history of Taishõ
philosophy] and compares it with an essay of Tanabe’s on “The Concept of Cul-
ture” (thz 1: 423–47). 

The book on the case of Takigawa, Cå8uØfÙØª¾D [The Kyoto Univer-
sity affair as seen by senior colleagues], appeared in July of 1933, just three months
after the affair broke out. Just how important Tanabe’s role was is dif³cult to say.
His name is not mentioned in the account of Takigawa and those immediately
involved, which was published in October as CÙØª¾D [The Kyoto University
affair] (Tokyo: Iwanami, 1933) under the editorship of Takigawa Yukitoki and six
others involved in the events.One has only to glance through the account of the
events to realize how ridiculously complicated the Ministry of Education made
things, and to understand perhaps something of how ideological differences at the
time could µame passions on the slimmest of pretexts. The only intellectual con-
tent has to do with the supposed danger of Takigawa’s views that crimes against
society do not emerge merely from some evil in the individual but can also be the
result of society itself. Particularly interesting is how the government substituted
the term nation for society in representing Takigawa’s views (101); and also how
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the counterargument that runs through the book, once all the political maneuver-
ing is set aside, is that the reason for making criticisms against the state was really
to strengthen the sense of the “people’s” identity (16). This seems to have been the
mood of the time: a choice between ultranationalism and nationalism.

The quote on Heidegger appears in thz 8: 8. When this volume of his col-
lected works appeared, the editors thought it had never been published (8: 463).
In fact, it appeared in the C†ÕGlD Asahi News of 4–6 October 1933 (see Yusa

1998c, 70). Two months later, Miki singled it out as one of the leading events in
the world of thought for that year (1986, 20: 106).

The letter to Jaspers is mentioned in Ienaga 1988, 64–6. His attempt to aid
Jaspers—or more precisely his wife, who was Jewish—was related by Õshima
Yasumasa to Takeuchi Yoshinori, who was later told in person by Jaspers of his
gratitude for the assistance Tanabe had lent him (1990, 11). Robert Schinzinger
recounts his role as intermediary between the German ambassador and Tanabe,
and Mutõ Mitsuaki also recalls meeting with Jaspers after the war, who con³rmed
how helpful the interventions had been (see publisher’s leaµet for thz 6 and 7). �
Tanabe would draw on Jaspers’s philosophy of religion in his late thought (e.g.,
thz 9: 457ff).

Regarding Nishida’s position in all of this, Ienaga quotes from the biography
of Iwanami Shigeo here (1988, 50). He cites the postwar reµections of Nakajima
Kenzõ to support Tanabe’s voiced opinion (51, 53). Tanabe’s fear for his life is
reported by Ueda Yasuharu in an explanatory postscript (thz 5: 110). In Meta-
noetics Tanabe makes a similar remark about being ready to die for his views
(189), which Ienaga surmises to have been exaggerated by Tanabe (1988, 65).

In defense of Tanabe, Kawashima (1997, 61–2) sees the conµict of phil-
osophies between Nishida and Tanabe as not simply the personal conµict they
were aware of, but as also affected by the times in a way neither of them was fully
conscious of. Nishida’s attempts to secure the identity of the self within the con-
text he was living, he says, were misread by some who shared his context and
experience as a way to stand up to the rest of the world, and this misreading gave
wings to his thought in places he never intended to µy. Tanabe was caught up in
that draft, so that his critique and alternative logic of the speci³c ended up driving
the delusions of those who wanted to bully the rest of the world into giving the
Japanese nation a leading role it had never before known. It was precisely because
their philosophies touched the feelings of emptiness in the Japanese soul that they
were liable to abuse. True as this may be, and as much as one admires
Kawashima’s appreciation of Tanabe’s genius and scholarly discipline, this kind
of thinking begs the important question of the extent to which Tanabe agreed
with this use of this thought. Kawashima himself admits that this is a question
Tanabe’s successors have yet to sort out satisfactorily (66).

The rightist attacks on Tanabe can be found in Minoda 1933 and Matsuda

1933. Tanabe’s response appears in thz 8: 11–31. � Tanabe’s distinction between
the within and the without is an attempt to locate himself in counterposition to
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the “humanitarianism” of Kõyama Iwao and the “individualism” of Nishida. �
The idea that service to the emperor was Japan’s way to enter the community of
nations as an open society is present in a book Tanabe wrote on Historical Reality
(thz 8: 166). � I ³nd it important that he avoided mentioning the corpus mys-
ticum theology of State Shinto that saw the emperor as the arahitogami or God-
appearing-in-human-form, who was the living soul of the Japanese nation.

The appeal to the cadets was printed in the Kyoto University Newspaper under
the title “Farewell Words to Students on the Way to War: Awaken to the True
Meaning of Conscription!” (thz 14: 414–16). As far as I have been able to ascer-
tain, it was not delivered orally, despite the rhetorical tone. � The statement by
Nishida on Tanabe’s “fascism” was made to Aihara Shinsaku, who reports it in a
brief “Recollections” af³xed to vol. 12 of Tanabe’s Complete Works. It is dif³cult
to know how much of this was based on his distance from Tanabe, without know-
ing what Nishida thought of Nishitani’s political views. � Mention should also be
made of Tosaka, who already in 1934 singles out Tanabe as a “fascist” (1970, 3:
170–84). � Nishida’s views on the relations of speci³c societies to the state are
cited from nkz 8: 288–9, 451; 9: 113, 144, 146.

Other citations: thz 7: 30–2, 41, 79, 362; 8: 207–8; 6: 163, 232–3.

37critiques of tanabe’s nationalism. At the time Nan-
bara’s original book was published, Japan had already

signed a treaty with the Nazis. As Ienaga points out, a close reading shows that,
despite his criticism of Tanabe, Nanbara in fact judiciously avoided an explicit
attack on the Nazis (1988, 143). � Nishitani’s remark can be found in Cò¿æCD

[Philosophical yearbook] 2 (1943): 93–4. The review was not included in his col-
lected works. � Nanbara’s complaint that Tanabe’s logic had slackened the ten-
sion between the ideal and the real was hardly original. In the same year that his
book appeared, Akizawa Shðji raised similar doubts about the implicit “totalitari-
anism” of Tanabe’s dialectical method (cited in Ienaga 1988, 196). � Nanbara
was attracted to Christianity in general, but in particular to the No-Church move-
ment whose founder, Uchimura Kanzõ, was still more outspoken against the gov-
ernment during the war years. After the war, Nanbara served a term as president
of Tokyo University. � An appendix was added to State and Religio for its inclu-
sion in Nanbara’s collected works and an apparently expurgated phrase restored.
See Ienaga 1988, 142–3. � The essay in which Tanabe acknowledges Nanbara’s
criticisms (thz 7: 366–7) was actually composed during the war but only pub-
lished in 1946.

Among those who attributed Tanabe’s nationalism to his affections for Hegel
is Furuta Hikaru (1959, 278), who levels a general accusation against the thinkers
of the Kyoto school, but later is more favorable to Nishida (1983, 145). �
Yamamoto Seisaku suggests that in fact the critique spurred Tanabe on to
develop his idea of “metanoetics” and to reconsider the possibility that latent
authoritarianism in the nation needs to be submitted to a higher, divine judgment
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of history (1987, 122). Yamamoto fails to mention, however, that after the war
Nanbara sent Tanabe a collection of his own poems lamenting the war. This,
together with Tanabe’s response praising Nanbara for his efforts on behalf of free-
dom of thought, indicates that there was no lasting ill will between them over the
public criticism.

Regarding Yamada Munemutsu’s view that Tanabe’s philosophy had shielded
itself systematically from social questions, see Ienaga 1988, 185.

Other citations: Ienaga 1988, 143; Nanbara 1972, 264–5, 268–9, 274; Yamada

Munemutsu 1975, 46, 61, 87–8.

38 critiques of tanabe’s political naïveté. Umehara’s
comments occur in the course of a criticism of remarks

supporting the war made by the four principals of the Chðõkõron discussions:
Kõyama Iwao, Kõsaka Masaaki, Suzuki Shigetaka, and Nishitani Keiji (see §52). �
Kõyama recalls the weakness philosophy teachers like himself felt in trying to face
their students in class after the attack on Manchuria (1943, prologue).

The imperial philosophy (yŠò¿) to which Umehara alludes is associated
with ³gures like Kihira Tadayoshi and Kanokogi Kazunobu. It should be noted
that Umehara’s conclusion that “Nishitani was a believer in the myth of the
emperor’s divinity” (1959, 34) is not only wrong, it squares clumsily with the
claim of Umehara that he himself, while taken in by the ideology, was too sophis-
ticated to swallow the idea of the emperor’s centrality. Ironically, Umehara him-
self would go on to become known, at home and abroad, as one of the most out-
spoken ideologues of postwar Japanism.

Katõ’s quotation makes a literary reference to Shikitei Sanba, an early nine-
teenth-century satirist who wrote of conversations that took place in the public
baths.

Other citations: Katõ 1959, 346; thz 8: 50, 64–5, 166, 178.

39 response to the criticisms. On Tanabe’s hurt, see Ien-

aga 1988, 71. � Himi (1990a) argues that after Philosophy
as Metanoetics the logic of the speci³c is no more than a smoldering ember that
Tanabe never again managed to fan into µame. Takeuchi Yoshinori disagrees,
claiming that his later work on the logic survived but underwent a major change
(1986, xliii). If Takeuchi is correct, this change would have to lie in the return to
religion as a complement to ethics, an idea already present in Tanabe’s ³rst read-
ing of Bergson. � For rede³ning the speci³c with looser ties to the nation, see
thz 7: 257–60. � The suggestion of identifying the speci³c community with the
church is Himi’s (1990a, 168).

The notion of the communion of saints, though a Christian one, seems to
have been taken from Jaspers. On Tanabe’s serious study of Jaspers’s thought, see
Takeuchi Yoshinori 1990, 6–7. � At the prodding of Takahashi Satomi, Tanabe
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understood early on that there was a problem with exempting the speci³city of
society and nation from the rule of absolute mediation. But as the term he used
for immediate did not on the surface indicate unmediated, it was not until he dis-
lodged the nation from its central position in the logic of the speci³c that he
reached a satisfactory solution to the criticism.

In his Metanoetics Tanabe repeats his claim that western democracy needs the
“special characteristics of particular racial and social groups” in order to work in
Japan and that “the imperial ideal at work in the political system of our nation is
also democratic… at least in principle.” Somehow, he continued to feel, only an
amalgam of socialism and democracy would do for the modern world, and he
claimed that this could come about only if all nations, democratic and social,
engaged in metanoesis (Tanabe 1986, lxi–lxii, 94). Obviously Lavelle’s claim
(1994a, 450–53) that Tanabe had turned to western democracy in the Metanoetics
is mistaken, as is his wholesale conclusion that Tanabe was an ultranationalist
who saw Japan alone as capable of providing a model government for the new
world order. His further assertion that Tanabe’s politics were cut of the same
cloth as Nishida’s with the one exception that he saw the emperor, rather than the
nation, as the unifying element for Japan, is also based on ignorance of the texts.
The patchwork of phrases he slaps together is easily refuted by reading the very
texts he himself cites, and all the more so by knowing more of their context.

Other citations: thz 6: 452; 7: 253; 8: 370–1; 14: 439; thz 7: 258; Tanabe 1969, 278. 

40 repentance. The phrase “without a single thing,” a Bud-
dhist term for detachment, is used again by Tanabe to refer

to Japan’s position towards democracy after the war (thz 8: 319–21). In this con-
text he refers to the Japanese people and the imperial household as forming “a
single body above and below” (322). � The letter to Nishida (nkz 19: 3–4) was
written in rather stilted prose, which I have simpli³ed in the translation. � Infor-
mation about Tanabe’s plan for the emperor has been taken from Hanazawa’s
thorough study of the matter (1999, 171–4). See also Õshima Yasumasa’s remarks,
thz 8: 482.

Other citations: Takeuchi Yoshinori 1986, xxxvi, xl, lviii; nkz 19: 669.

41philosophizing the repentance. Regarding thinkers
who doctored their writings after the war, Akashi Yõji has

gathered together an expressive essay on the subject, “The Greater East Asian War
and Bunkajin, 1941–1945,” War and Society 11/1 (1993): 129–77. None of the Kyoto
philosophers engaged in this (Watsuji did doctor his Ancient Japanese Culture),
apparently all of the same mind as Nishida that “thought is something that
belongs to its age and should not be adjusted afterwards” (cited in Kõsaka 1978,
208). � Tsujimura notes that what happens in Metanoetics is not that the logic of
the speci³c disappears but that it is given different expression. “The three ele-
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ments of absolute dialectic—individual, species, genus—each show up in a new
form in the ideas of ‘death-resurrection,’ ‘nothingness-in-love,’ and the ‘fellow-
ship of mutual forgiveness’” (1965b, 47). See also Yamamoto 1987, 123.

Takeuchi’s book, The Philosophy of the Kyõgyõshinshõ was published in 1943.
� Three years before Tanabe’s work came out, a book entitled Philosophy as
Repentance, almost identical in name to his own, was published. Actually it was a
revision of an earlier book, ³rst published in 1920 as the posthumous notes of a
brilliant young student of Nishida named Nozaki Hiroyoshi, who had died sud-
denly in 1917. In content there is almost nothing of overlap with Tanabe, but the
appearance of the work at a time when Tanabe must have begun writing leaves
open the possibility of an inµuence on his own choice of title. See notes to §27
above.

In an essay published while Tanabe was alive, Nishitani took up the argument
of Philosophy as Metanoetics, points to some of its precedents in Tanabe’s earlier
thought, pulls out its implicit criticism of Nishida, and highlights what he sees as
Tanabe’s misreadings of his teacher’s thought. The result is perhaps the most
informed and careful critique of Tanabe’s book to come out of the Kyoto circle.
Unfortunately, Tanabe did not respond to it in print.

The reference to “saints and sages” is based on a Pure Land term, Àj¸Š–,
which refers to the wise and holy persons as those who seek salvation through the
path of self-power. 

Other citations: Tanabe 1986, l; Nishitani 1991a, 174–5.

42 the logic of absolute critique. For a different way to
organize the progression of Tanabe’s metanoetics from

philosophy to religion, see Wattles (1990). Though I question the imposition of
stages, he seems to me to have caught all of the essential ingredients in good form.
� For a solid and readable analysis of the main philosophical arguments of the
Metanoetics, see Fredericks 1990a, based on his 1988 dissertation at the Univer-
sity of Chicago.

Maraldo (1990) shows well how Tanabe’s attempt to combine absolute cri-
tique with a religious posturing has no real parallels in the various trends of the
critique of rational faith in contemporary western philosophy. He also argues that
Tanabe’s position is a purely mental one that overlooks the critical role of body
and emotions as part of what Descartes had called “everything opposed to rea-
son” (1990, 252). 

Tanabe came to Nietzsche relatively late. For years Tanabe had considered
Zarathustra a kind of “book of seven seals, whose treasures I was only able to
unlock with the metanoetics” (Tanabe 1986, 102). It is my suspicion—though I
cannot support it, because Tanabe gives no indication—that it was Nishitani who
stimulated Tanabe’s interest in Nietzsche. � A positive assessment of Tanabe’s
reading of Nietzsche in the Metanoetics and a comparison of the idea of negation
in the two (supported by material of Nietzsche that has come to light well after
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Tanabe did his work) has been made by Koch (1990). Although his outline of
Tanabe’s thought centers on the idea of absolute mediation (a function of the
author’s dependence on Laube’s work, 1981 and 1984) his comparison with Nietz-
sche rests on comments in the Metanoetics where that idea does not ³gure. The
author would have been much better advised to have read Nishitani, where the
notion of amor fati is not only central, but more explicitly related to the Buddhist
thinking he reads into Tanabe.

Passages on his aim of leading the Japanese people to repentance come from
two personal letters of 1944 and 1945 cited by Takeuchi Yoshinori 1986,
xxxvii–viii. 

Other citations: Tanabe 1986, 26, 44–5, 113, 118, 195.

43 religious act, religious witness. For the relation of
absolute nothingness to Pure Land doctrine, one may be

referred to the essay by Hase (1990), which I have drawn on here. One should,
however, note that although Hase speaks of Tanabe’s views in general, he in fact
restricts himself to Tanabe’s late work. � Funayama reckons that if Tanabe had
broken from Nishida earlier, his thought might have developed in a more
pro³table, and less religious, direction than the metanoetics and later philosophy
of death (1984, 208–9). He is not alone in his dislike for Tanabe’s later thought,
but blaming it on his attachment to Nishida seems rather far-fetched.

The terms gyõ and shõ are present in the title of the Kyõgyõshinshõ. The term
kyõ refers to the teaching of the Larger Sðtra (Sukh„vat‡vyðha-sðtra); gyõ to the
practice of the nenbutsu or invocation of the name of Amida Buddha; shin as sin-
cere mind and authentic faith; and shõ to the dual movement of transforming
love, “going to the Pure Land” (õsõ-ekõ) and “returning from the Pure Land to
this world” (gensõ-ekõ). Tanabe speaks of his metanoesis as a unit of “act-faith-
witness.” While this omits the element of teaching, it is clear that metanoesis
includes in its idea of witness that of reforming his own philosophical position in
the light of the teaching. 

On the contrast between Zen and Eckhart on the one hand and Pure Land on
the other, see Tanabe 1986, 185–92. � Tanabe’s remarks on western mysticism
really only encompass Plotinus, the Neoplatonists, and Eckhart, which he refers
to as “ordinary mysticism.” Its chief common trait of contemplative union, as far
as he was concerned, was that it takes place in the common medium of Being
which either keeps the self-identity of the individual and the absolute intact or has
the two of them absorbed into that common medium. The same applies to Zen
mysticism, whose common medium of the Buddha-nature relates the individual
to the Buddha like water and ice: both share the same nature (Tanabe 1986, 169).
Only an absolute nothingness that functions as an Other-power mediating the
way between the relative individual and the absolute (be it God or Buddha) can
effect a radical transformation of both. And only such a model, he argues, does
justice to the Christian symbolism of death and resurrection.
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Regarding Shin Buddhist views on Tanabe’s reading of the Kyõgyõshinshõ, it
must be said that it is generally neglected in doctrinal studies. Nakayama (1979),
for example, takes Tanabe to task for missing the radical otherness of Other-
power, for failing to distinguish the faith achieved in the Pure Land from that of
one coming to faith in the world, and for misrepresenting Shinran’s notion of
repentance. Unfortunately, the author seems to be far more out of his depth in
the world of philosophical discourse than Tanabe was in Shin Buddhist studies. A
more studied and important criticism can be found in Ueda Yoshifumi (1990),
who accuses Tanabe of reading Shinran through the lens of an idea of repentance
(zange Ht) that does not square with Shinran’s own idea (zangi þð), in which
the self that Tanabe sees as resurrecting from its death as a new self is simply
abandoned altogether in Shinran. Similar criticisms are raised by Unno, who
adds to them a criticism of Tanabe’s reading of the going-to and coming-from the
Pure Land (1990, 126–32). 

Tanabe’s most controversial reading of Pure Land doctrine has to do with his
reading of the symbol of the bodhisattva Dharm„kara. In carrying out disciplines
and accumulating merits over ³ve kalpa, Dharm„kara represents the way in
which the practice of repentance of relative beings belongs to the internal trans-
formation of the Buddha himself. His self-discipline becomes a transcendent
ground for our own repentance. For Tanabe, in contrast, he is a symbol of the
transformation of the self—that all self-determination entails an other-determi-
nation—and the Tath„gata becomes a symbol of absolute mediation. Tanabe tries
to show how Shinran’s idea of the three stages of transformation corresponding
to the three original vows of the Buddha (argued in the ³nal chapter of the Kyõ-
gyõshinshõ) supports the idea of an absolute mediation in absolute nothingness.

In speaking of Tanabe’s rethinking of philosophy from a religious point of
view, Takeuchi Yoshinori refers to his thought as a “philosophy of religion,” the
term he uses literally means philosophy-religion (1986, xl–xli). � Concerning
Tanabe’s views on demythi³cation, see Mutõ Kazuo 1986, 3: 155–66.

Other citations: Tanabe, 1986, li, 42, 149, 211, 238; thz 9: 328; 11: 238.

44 self and self-awareness. The term “self that is not a
self” is Nishitani’s. As far as I know, it does not appear in

Tanabe, though it sounds very much like something Tanabe might have used in
the classroom. Nishitani’s choice of the term as a common ground for Nishida
and Tanabe (1991a, 175) is not without a certain irony if one recalls that Tanabe
had used the pattern in a positive sense to speak of his own “metanoetics” as “a
philosophy that is not a philosophy,” while at the same time he used it negatively
to dismiss Nishida’s logic of place as the attempt to pass off “a logic that is not a
logic” (226).

At the time, Tanabe freely uses the term “active self-awareness,” working the
idea out through metaphors of the new physics in which the subjective and objec-
tive coalesce in the theory of scienti³c observation at the atomic level (thz 12:
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3–58). Throughout, his distance from Nishida is clear and blunt. The active intu-
ition he sees at the foundations of the logic of locus is accused of being formalistic
and transcending content, “a reduction of the temporal element of intuition to
the spatial,” “a conventional dogmatic metaphysics,” “a secularized theology,”
“an abstraction of religious faith to a one-sided intuitional immanence,” and so
forth (12: 224–5).

Laube ³nds self-awareness “one of Tanabe’s most dif³cult terms” because of
its double meaning of ordinary self-consciousness and religious awakening.
Rather than allow the ambiguity, he has decided for the reader which meaning is
intended (when often they both are) by translating the former as Selbst-bewusstsein
and the latter as SELBST-Bewusstsein. At the same time, he badly overstates the
importance of self-awareness in Tanabe in claiming that, like Hegel, he regarded
“absolute knowledge” as the ultimate goal of philosophy (1990, 317). The point is
not unrelated to his strenuous efforts to provide a rational scheme for Tanabe’s
thought and to his general judgment that Tanabe remained a kind of
“unchurched religious vagabond” who roamed from one religion to another
without making a home in any of them (1984, 27–8, 222). Rather, self-awareness
was Tanabe’s religious home, and it is not fair to reprimand him for lack of reli-
gious af³liation.

For the shift from the “³nality of self-awareness” to the self-awareness of
praxis, see thz 3: 78-81. Hanaoka (1990) glosses over the details of the contro-
versy, both historical and philosophical, in an attempt to overcome the difference
between Nishida and Tanabe by arguing that each is concerned with a different
dimension, Nishida the vertical and Tanabe the horizontal, both of which we
need as we try to make our way in real life, where the two dimensions intersect. �
As for Nishida’s turning the self into a God and philosophy into religion, and to
treat the true self as ahistorical, see thz 4: 305–28.

Other citations: Tanabe 1986, l; thz 3: 4, 64; 6: 185; 7: 41 (emphasis added); 8:
260; 11: 186–7; 14: 439; Nishida 1986, 25–6.

45 a synthesis of religions. Shida Shõzõ traces Tanabe’s
route to Dõgen through Watsuji and seems to reµect the

general opinion of scholars in the ³eld that his commentaries are more a platform
for his own philosophy than they are a fair appraisal of Dõgen’s own ideas (pub-
lisher’s leaµet to thz 9). 

Regarding the distinction between philosophy and religion cited in the text
(thz 11: 429–30), see Hase 1994, 5–6, and §67 above. � In a 1961 round-table dis-
cussion, Nishitani takes the view that Tanabe never really made the leap to inte-
grate religion into philosophy, but on this count I think him mistaken and would
very much side with Mutõ Kazuo’s views in the discussion (1981b, 136–44). � The
best attempt I know to sort out the question of Tanabe’s views of the relation
between philosophy and religion is a beautifully structured essay by Takeuchi

Yoshinori. Rather than focus on the disagreement with Nishida, he lays out three
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patterns for the philosophy of religion: a clear separation of the religious experi-
ence from philosophical reµection, the pursuit of a kind of thinking which sees
philosophical thinking as at the same time belonging to religious experience, and
the search for a unity in the tension of these two positions. These three patterns
are then shown to represent transitions in Tanabe’s own philosophy (1999, 5:
47–65). � Nishitani notes that whereas D. T. Suzuki had reacted strongly against
the philosophizing of Zen, he later changed his views, under the inµuence of
Nishida’s idea of the “self-identity of absolute contradictories,” at which point he
began to seek in Buddhism what he called the “logic of soku-hi” (see §28 and its
notes above). As far as I know, Tanabe never makes any reference to Suzuki’s idea
of soku. Nishitani’s own conclusion, at this point, is that the relationship between
Zen and philosophy remains an open question, one that he himself wrestled with
late into his life (Nishitani 1986d, 153–4). Coincidentally, in an essay published
the same year this discussion was held, Nishitani cites Suzuki indirectly by repeat-
ing his reference to the soku-hi pattern from the Diamond Sðtra (1982b, 55).

In his late years, Tanabe was more convinced than ever that Buddhism needed
to recover its sense of social responsibility. In a 1955 letter, reµecting a rather
widespread view in the postwar period, he refers to the “duty of Zen to leave the
meditation halls and go out to the street corners and to work its liberation among
the people” (to Tsuji Sõmei, cited in the publisher’s leaµet to thz 13). � Tanabe’s
early attraction to Christianity for its social teaching is apparent throughout the
treatment of ethics in his Introduction to Philosophy (thz 11).

For a general look at his use of scripture, and his neglect of the Old Testa-
ment, see Yamashita 1990. � Tanabe saw the turn away from Paul and back to
Jesus as the challenge of a “second reformation” facing Protestantism in particu-
lar. See Mutõ Kazuo’s commentary on this point in thz 10: 328–32. � Tanabe
summarizes the purpose of Existenz, Love, and Praxis succinctly in the preface to
The Dialectics of Christianity (thz 10: 14). The preface to Existenz, Love, and
Praxis, incidentally, contains probably Tanabe’s clearest published statement on
his own religious background, his interest in Christianity, and his search for a
religion of self-awareness. Combined with his reµections on being a “Christian in
the making” (thz 10: 258–61)—an idea repeated later by Nishitani (§66)—they
give as clear an image of his own relationship to organized religion. � For a con-
cise but thoughtful résumé of the differences in approach to Christianity of
Tanabe and Nishida, see Mutõ Kazuo’s comments in the publisher’s leaµet to nkz

17. � Regarding Tanabe’s late political thought, see Mutõ 1951. � On Tanabe’s
late views on natural science, see Takeuchi Yoshinori 1981, 216. Regarding the
metanoetics aspect, see Ueda Yasuharu 1985.

Besides omitting Shinto from his synthesis of religions, Tanabe also passes
over the Taoist and Confucianist traditions. Laube observes that Tanabe’s per-
sonal library suggests that he had read in the area, as well as in Islam and Judaism,
even though he only makes passing remarks to them in his writings (1984, 219–20).

Citation: thz 10: 300–1.
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46 a dialectics of death. Hosoya refers to Tanabe’s ³nal
essays as a “dizzying transformation, a leap amounting to

a conversion of fundamental principles” that is nonetheless pre³gured in his ear-
lier work (1988, 7). I rely on his painstaking work on the texts for my abbreviated
account of his struggles with symbolism here. � Ueda Shizuteru, in addition to
locating Tanabe’s philosophy of death in his late thought, shows how it relies on a
reversal of his inaugural critique of Nishida (1997, 125–68). It is, I believe, his best
appreciation of Tanabe’s differences from Nishida.

Tsujimura Kõichi observes how the series of lectures that became Introduction
to Philosophy gave Tanabe the opportunity to sum up his earlier thought clearly
and to take the ³rst step towards his “philosophy of death” (commentary to thz

11: 634). In this sense, the transition to his ³nal philosophical position was more
studied and natural than his earlier turning points to the logic of the speci³c and
the metanoetics had been.

Tanabe’s critique of Heidegger is the lengthy essay entitled “An Ontology of
Life or a Dialectics of Death?” (thz 13: 525–76). � On the criticism of Heidegger
cited here, see Tanabe 1986, 149. On Tanabe and Heidegger, see Tsujimura 1991.
Unfortunately, Tanabe’s relation to Heidegger is given short shrift in the volume
dedicated to the inµuence of Heidegger on eastern thought (Yuasa 1987a, 158),
even though he seems to have been the ³rst person to introduce Heidegger’s
thought to Japan (see the commentary by Kõsaka Masaaki to thz 4: 432).  � For
comments by Nishitani Keiji on Tanabe’s disagreements with Heidegger, see nkc

9: 304, 315–24. � The longest treatment of Heidegger’s thought appears in
Tanabe’s ³nal but incomplete work, Philosophy, Poetry, and Religion, the bulk of
which centers on a critical appreciation of Heidegger (thz 13). � I ³nd the
remark made by Nagao Michitaka that Heidegger is closer to Nishida than
Tanabe was unsupportable (publisher’s leaµet to nkz 8).

In the light of Whitehead’s thought Ueda Yasuharu (1985) criticizes Tanabe’s
lifelong pursuit of a philosophy of science, concluding that in the end Tanabe had
failed to come to terms with the limits of physics. � On Tanabe’s idea of “practis-
ing death,” see thz 9: 190ff. � The passage criticizing Christianity’s lack of a true
dialectics of death appears in an unpublished fragment, thz 13: 637–8. � Regard-
ing Tanabe’s use of Leibniz, he had already hinted at a move in this direction in a
1944 letter (Takeuchi Yoshinori 1986, xxxvii). Although the Kegon idea of the
harmonious interpenetration of principles and things, and among things (jiji-
muge, rijimuge), had already appeared in the Metanoetics (Tanabe 1986, 221),
there was no reference to Leibniz. One should also note here the remarkable
af³nities with Nishida, whose interest in Leibniz was much more sustained,
beginning in 1918 and continuing until his ³nal essay. Even though Tanabe does
not mention Nishida by name, the use of the Kegon idea is one more sign of a
restoration of sympathy for his teacher. Similar interpretations of the Kegon idea
of mutual interpenetration, incidentally, ³gure prominently in Nishitani’s Reli-
gion and Nothingness.
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In addition to the two essays on Valéry and Mallarmé, which together run to
over 260 pages in Tanabe’s Complete Works, the ³nal work mentioned above, Phi-
losophy, Poetry, and Religion, deals extensively with Rilke and Hölderlin. The
judgment that Tanabe “neglected” literature is based less on the quantity of his
writing than on the fact that he read literature as philosophy. � Tanabe’s chief
source for his knowledge of the symbolists seems to have been a 1924 book by
Suzuki Shintarõ that bore a title curiously like his own, A Memorandum on the
French Symbolists. For details on the connections, see Hosoya 1998, 15–26.

Other citations: thz 11: 32; 13: 29, 100, 171, 173–4, 185, 204, 221, 266, 290, 529,
554, 576; nkc 9: 283; Takizawa 1972, 1: 460.

Nishitani Keiji (1900–1990)

47nishitani’s life and career. There is no biography of
Nishitani available, and the only reliable data appears at the

end of the ³nal volume of his Collected Works (nkc 26: 345–64), with certain sup-
plementary material in the second volume of a memorial collection (1993, 2:
310–13) and in a memorial edition of The Eastern Buddhist (1992, 155–8). Nishi-

tani himself provides additional information in two autobiographical essays
(1985d, 1986a), and in a series of enlightening discussions held late in life with
Yagi Seiichi (1989d) and Sasaki Tõru (1990d). The publisher’s leaµets for each of
the volumes of the Collected Works are also full of personal reminiscences. � The
inaccuracies in Jacinto’s sketch of Nishitani’s life (1995, 209–11) were taken over
by Dilworth and Viglielmo 1998, 373–4. The cause of these mistakes, and per-
haps those in the German translator’s introduction to Was ist Religion? (Nishi-

tani 1986a), seems to have been Van Bragt’s account (1982, xxxiv). � There is
also no reliable comprehensive work on Nishitani’s thought available that I know
of, either in Japanese or in a western language. Ishida (1993) gives an overview,
but it is more interpretative and less representative of Nishitani’s own thinking.
Sasaki attempted an overview of his thought while Nishitani was still alive (1986),
but the work was not well received.

The original German text of Nishitani’s presentation in Freiburg seems to
have been lost. The Japanese version opens the ³rst volume of his Collected
Works. � Nishitani’s undergraduate thesis was published in the second volume of
his Collected Works and his doctoral dissertation in the ³rst volume. The story of
Tanabe’s dif³culty with it is mentioned in Shimomura 1992, 126 (see also the
publisher’s leaµet to nkc 13). Nishitani himself notes that on rereading it in his
late years he was surprised to ³nd so many Zen terms in it (1985c, 4).

On Nishitani’s practice of Zen, see Horio (1992). In a later essay he corrects
the dating of the earlier piece in the light of information from D. T. Suzuki’s cor-
respondence (1997a, 22–4). For Nishitani’s own comments, see 1987b and 1989d,
60–69. He himself says that the reason he went to Gyõdõ was that he had asked
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Suzuki to recommend him to the greatest living Zen master (1985c, 3). In a late
interview, Nishitani admitted, after considerable prodding, that he had passed all
the kõan, though not in the normal order in which monks do so, to attain what is
called ØªUØ, the “completion of the great deed” (1987b, 8). � When it is said
that Nishitani “practised” Zen, it was of course a layman’s practice, different from
the intense routine of the monk. At ³rst he received instruction six times a year
during the concentrated sesshin, which then slowed to once a week and later once
a month on his Master’s retirement. � He refers to Hisamatsu Shin’ichi out of
deference to disciples who interviewed him on this and other occasions, but he
does not refer to Hisamatsu in his autobiographical or other writings.

Nishitani mentions going to Kamakura to meet Sõseki (1986e, 26), whose
novels were inµuential in his youth and whose ideas have often been compared to
Nishida’s (see notes to section 10). He would later write an essay on Sõseki’s
Bright Darkness, which he considered the novelist’s ³nest work (nkc 15: 25–46). �
Thompson goes overboard in calling Nishitani one of the “heirs” of Heidegger
who has taken on the important task of appropriating Heidegger’s ideas into east-
ern thought (1986, 237). It is true that Nishitani near the end of his life wrote
that he found the encounter with Heidegger “meaningful and groundbreaking”
(1989a, 269), but the inµuence went both ways. Indeed, one could with more jus-
tice claim the opposite, that Heidegger had taken a leading role in introducing
Asian metaphysics to Europe. � His essays on Nishida and his talks on nihilism
have both been translated into English (Nishitani 1991a, 1990c). � Regarding his
tranquility in Zen practice after having been purged from his post, see the recol-
lections of Kajitani (1992, 98). � After Nishitani’s restoration to his teaching
chair in 1952, Tanabe wrote a letter in which he spoke of his great relief. The letter
from Tanabe to Kano Jisuke is dated 14 April 1953. Kõsaka Masaaki was reinstated
in 1955; only Kõyama Iwao, a junior professor who had served as the go-between
between the Kyoto school and the Navy, was not (Hanazawa 1999, 248, 365). �
The remark of Nishitani’s wife and the comment by Tanabe are reported by
Takeuchi Yoshinori, a student of Nishitani’s and Tanabe’s and a close friend of
the family (1992, 129).

Published interviews with Nishitani are really indispensable for understand-
ing the liveliness and breadth of his thinking, though it is dif³cult to cite them
because of their nature. The Chðõkõron (1943) and Overcoming Modernity (1979)
roundtable discussions, however, because of their careful preparation and review
by the authors, will be cited as freely as the published works.

In 1941 Nishitani mentions having been attacked by the right because of his
association with the “Kyoto school” (nkc 21: 132). � The comment on being
slapped on the cheeks is cited by Horio (1995, 291) and also from a 1984 letter of
Nishitani’s (Yusa 1992, 152). It is a rather well-known phrase of Nishitani’s, and
the fact that he cited it so late in life is an indication that he considered himself
falsely accused. While one pities him the slap on the left cheek, it is harder to say
he did not deserve at least a tap on the right, as we shall see in what follows. �
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The statement that the Second Order of the Sacred Treasure was awarded to
members of the armed forces as well as academics (Dilworth and Viglielmo,
1998, 374) is to confuse practices during the war with those after the reform of the
awards in 1947. Of the 78 laureates of 1970, 46 are from academia, 26 from govern-
ment, and 10 from the private sector. See C†ÕGlD [Asahi news], 29 April 1970, 4.

Nishitani’s posthumous lay Buddhist name is »ûŠWúíºw. � The cata-
logue of Nishitani’s personal library is to be published in October 2001. 

Other citations: Nishitani 1986a, 28; 1989d, 27.

48 nishitani’s philosophical style. In the exchange with
Kobayashi over philosophical style (Nishitani 1979,

248–51), the scholastic philosopher Yoshimitsu Yoshihiko also comes under
Kobayashi’s sharp knife, but his response is little more than a lame resignation to
the fate of trying to introduce abstract thinking into Japanese, with an implied
criticism of those who sacri³ce that task for simple clarity of expression. The gist
of Nishitani’s response, incidentally, is also repeated years later in another context
(1961b, 307–8). � The remark on Nishitani’s preference for communicating his
ideas through spoken conversation rather than through being read in print was
made by one of his oldest colleagues, Shimomura Toratarõ (1992, 128). �
Kasulis’s suggestion that Nishitani should “avoid coining terms that are more
puzzling than illuminating” (1982, 143) is a judgment made, it seems to me, with-
out suf³cient attention to the attempt to introduce Buddhist ideas into world phi-
losophy without restricting himself to traditional Buddhist terminology.

The completion of the English translation of Religion and Nothingness was
known by several publishers in the United States who expressed interest in pub-
lishing it. The translator, Jan Van Bragt, and I narrowed it down to two, one
heavily theological, the other a secular university press. Nishitani at once opted
for the latter on the grounds that he did not want to be known as a theologian.
This desire to disassociate himself from theology is con³rmed in an essay by Van

Bragt (1989, 9). Part of the decision, though I have no way of con³rming this
now, may have been that the only extensive treatment of his thought in the west
(Waldenfels 1976) was overtly theological in nature, and Nishitani wanted reac-
tion from the philosophical world. It may be noted here that roughly two-thirds
of his writings deal with religious themes. Where Nishida and Tanabe had ended
is really where Nishitani began, and remained. � The last time I went to see
Nishitani was in 1988, when he was 88 years old, to clarify ambiguities in passages
in translation. He set aside all our questions. He was detached from his writings at
this time and preferred to talk about the µower blooming on the table rather than
justify or correct anything he had written before. During the same visit, a phone
call came requesting another talk, and I was surprised at the alacrity with which
he asked his daughter to handle the details (Heisig 1992b).

His aside about debates with Tanabe can be found in nkc 21: 130. � The com-
ments concerning his posthumous papers were conveyed to me by Horio Tsu-
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tomu, who was entrusted with the task of sorting them out. � It should be noted
that many more of Nishitani’s writings than the eleven volumes that appear as
lectures in his Collected Works in fact had their origins in transcripts of talks he
had given. � The three references to passages on his style can be found in nkc 17:
60–3, 18: 24–5; Nishitani 1982a, 283–4.

Other citations: Ueda Shizuteru 1992a, 3; Mutõ Kazuo 1992, 99.

49 a starting point in nihilism. The reference to Jaspers,
which appears in the ³rst chapter of his La ³losofía (Méx-

ico: Fondo de la Cultura Económica, 1949) is mine, but Nishitani himself states
clearly that his philosophy did not begin in wonder and doubt but in nihilism
(1986a, 26). � On Nishitani’s early psychological condition, see also Horio 1997a,
21–2. His early optimism towards Japanese spirituality is reµected in the conclud-
ing section of A Philosophy of Elemental Subjectivity, where his wording is very
close to the conclusions Nishida advanced in his essays on Japanese culture (nkc

1: 147–50). � The idea of the “bottom dropping out of” ego or being (õÑ) is
generally translated as “bottomlessness,” as if it were simply the same as Grund-
lösigkeit (for which Nishitani himself uses a different term, nkc 10: 108), which
misses the existential nuance that Nishitani intends. � On his change of attitude
towards Japanese religiosity after the war, see Van Bragt 1971, 273–4.

It is worth noting that at the time Nishitani saw the struggles with nihilism as
his own personal philosophical starting point, not as a general rule. The nature of
philosophy itself, already from its roots in the west, he characterizes simply as a
union of the two dimensions of specialized “scholarship” and “subjective self-
awakening” (nkc 15: 237).

Keta sees Nishitani’s struggles with nihilism as taking the appropriation of
“the west” a step further than Nishida and Tanabe had done, making what he saw
as its central spiritual problem his own, blurring the sharp line of separation
between east and west (1991, 33–4). � The passage from Nishitani’s memoirs
appears in 1985d, 25.

Other citations: Nishitani 1986a, 27; 1961b, 341; 1964b, 4, 8.

50 elemental subjectivity. In summarizing Nishitani’s
early thought, I have made generous use of the essays of

Mori Tetsurõ, who carefully documents his synopses in Nishitani’s writings
(1994, 1997). � As remarked in the notes to §5, it was Nishitani who gave philoso-
phy the Japanese term for “subjectivity” (ü¿§) Kierkegaard. � The term I have
translated as elemental (a term that we also decided on in revising the translation
of Religion and Nothingness), Íè, literally means “fountainhead” or “root
source.” It carries the sense of the primal spring of life from which subjectivity
µows. Nishitani ³rst used it in his undergraduate thesis, which dealt with “ele-
mental evil.” The early Greek philosophers’ search for the basic elements of real-
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ity, as well as the Elementalphilosophie of K. L. Reinhold, that attempts to locate in
subjectivity the common source of sensation and understanding in Kant, seem to
suggest this as a workable translation.

Unlike many of his later essays, which are divided into untitled sections (as
were the essays of Nishida and Tanabe), these early works provide clear subtitles
which seem to help focus the progression of the argument and also make it easier
for the reader to ³nd the way back to passages in the text. Accordingly, passages
dealing with each of the main ideas treated here in connection with elemental
subjectivity can be found by consulting the contents of the ³rst two volumes of
Nishitani’s Collected Works.

As Mori Tetsurõ rightly points out (1997, 12), the passage on “love as life
itself” (nkc 1: 87) suggests the inµuence of Schelling’s idea of love as Ungrund,
although, I would add, this does not ³gure in his thesis on Schelling. � It is inter-
esting to note that while Nishitani speaks of two faces of God, he does not relate
these to the Old Testament and New Testament, as was often done from early
Christian times and throughout the esoteric tradition of Europe.

Other citations: nkc 1: 77–8, 86–9; 3: 153–4.

51 a philosophy for nationalism. The motivations for his
political philosophy are stated in an afterword appended to

a 1946 reprint of View of the World, View of the Nation, where he speaks of “over-
coming ideas of ultranationalism from within” (nkc 4: 384). This way of viewing
the project seems to me a reading-in of the approach he was taking to nihilism at
the time and not to be present in the original work. � The remark on his own
assessment of the originality of the work is cited from a personal letter (Yusa

1992, 152).
The piece on Hitler’s Mein Kampf can be found in nkc 1: 144–7. Incidentally,

a copy of the book is to be found in Nishida’s library of western books, though
the uncut pages indicate that he never read it (Lavelle 1994b, 163). � The politi-
cal theorists Nishitani uses are Rudolf Kjéllen, Friedrich Meinecke, and Otto
Kroellreuter, as well as Hegel and Ranke, familiarity with whose thought was de
rigeur in Japan at the time.

English translations of parts of this book (Nishitani 1998a–c) appear in an
anthology that limits the selection of essays on Nishitani to these pieces as repre-
senting the foundations of all his philosophy. The translations tend to be sloppy
(there are numerous interpolations and even a paragraph skipped in 1998c, 399)
and should be read with care. The claim of the editors that all of Nishitani’s post-
war writings simply “amplify his prewar themes, but with a certain loss of the
‘Japanese spirit’ that animated his wartime writings” (Dilworth and Viglielmo

1998, 380) is ridiculous in the extreme. I should take this occasion to note, as I did
not in my review of the work (The Journal of Asian Studies 58/4, 1999: 1135–6), that
Jacinto’s selections and comments show a much more balanced approach to
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Nishitani’s thought (1995, 309–14), but were effectively ignored, even though his
name appears among the editors of the work.

It is interesting to note that Nishitani offers a reading of the Pure Land idea of
“returning from the Pure Land” that suggests something quite similar to what
Tanabe performed in his Philosophy of Metanoetics (Nishitani 1998c, 400).
Tanabe surely read this work, but makes no mention of it.

Other citations: nkc 4: 262, 276, 279, 286, 304–5, 348, 357, 374, 382; Nishitani

1998a, 382, 384; 1998b 389; 1998c, 392–3, 400.

52 historical necessity. The report on Nishida’s meeting
with the Navy, the response of the Kyoto school, and the

composition of the “brain trust” is reported and documented in some detail in
Hanazawa, who draws heavily on the recollections of Kõyama, the pivotal ³gure
in the preparation of the Chðõkõron discussions (1999, 136–41). � A solid
overview of the discussions, their history and the aftermath of criticisms, has been
prepared by Horio, who—more out of a deep sense of loyalty to Nishitani, one
feels, than a balanced assessment of what his teacher actually said—concludes
that the discussions were not an unquali³ed failure, despite attempts by critics
overcome by emotional prejudice to bury them in history, since compared with
those who simply swallowed the propaganda without question or remained on
the sidelines, at least these young scholars tried to do something (1995, 295, 315). A
great many of the citations and ideas that I have singled out do not ³gure in his
résumé of the discussions. Horio draws on an earlier draft of Hanazawa’s
researches for certain historical details. In fact, it was Horio who ³rst introduced
me to the important work that Hanazawa had done, with the request that I act as
an intermediary to present them to the publisher. � The comment accusing the
discussants of having led the country to war can be found in Matsui Yoshikado,
A›ƒt íò¿B [A philosophy of world history], Takeuchi Yoshitomo, ed.,
CÅÉ„`tD [Intellectual history of the Shõwa period] (Kyoto: Minerva Shobõ,
1958), 420.

Stevens argues that Nishitani was politically naïve and actually inconsistent
with the ethical position implied in his own thinking (1997). Part of the blame, he
says, lay in a “déformation professionnelle” that combined the long western tradi-
tion of trying to deduce political opinions from metaphysical principles, and part
of it in the Zen tradition of seeking the absolute not in a transcendent realm but
within this relative world. In making his case, he includes an important ingredient
often overlooked in moralizing over the Kyoto school: the self-reminder that it is
what they supported that must be battled against at all costs and on all fronts, not
the totality of their thought or the character of the individuals in question. As he
himself notes, he has been limited to translated sources, which in this case has
ruled out any assessment of just what Nishitani’s general philosophical views were
at the time he turned to political thought. (In fact, his philosophical reµections on
Zen, nihilism, and self-awareness had not yet been thought out.) Instead, Stevens
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assumes that Nishitani had accepted Nishida’s views in large part as his own—not
an altogether misguided assumption, but one that needs more re³ning in order to
reach the conclusions that Stevens does. Moreover, the inconsistency he sees is
based explicitly on ideas Nishitani had worked out much later (52–3). 

In 1994 I prepared a translation of about one-third of the discussions, includ-
ing all the interventions by Nishitani. I did not carry it any further towards publi-
cation, on the advice of the head of a team that was about to complete the same
work. Alas, their work never reached press. � The speech of the military of³cer, a
certain Kimura, took place in 1945 and was reported in the newspapers (Õshima

1965, 131).
Other citations: Takeuchi Yoshimi 1979, 322; Nishitani 1943, 2, 5, 11, 19, 33,

73, 85–6, 148.

53 moral energy and all-out war. The term moralische
Energie was taken from the German historian Leopold von

Ranke, but retained very little of its original, empirical sense in Nishitani’s use of
it to promote a world ethic as a response to historical necessity. � Nishitani

cites the essay he contributed to the Overcoming Modernity symposium in a refer-
ence to moral energy in the closing stages of the discussions (1943, 393). � Aside
from the reference to racialism and nationalism as a counterpoint to western
democracy (Nishitani 1943, 186), the only other allusion to “nationalism” in the
discussions is to allude to it as something distinct in Japan from the merely ethical
(310). None of the other participants used the term.

It may be noted that in the Chðõkõron discussions Nishitani twice refers to
ideas from Tendai and Zen, though it can hardly be said that he brings them to
bear on anything political. In responding to one of the participants who mentions
the Buddhist idea of “no-self,” he starts to say something, and then cuts himself
short (Nishitani 1943, 420). This is only one indication of the much greater
resources that Nishitani had at his disposal that would serve him once he had put
all of this behind him.

The idea of “all-out war” was not Nishitani’s, but simply his recapitulation of
an idea expounded by other participants at the opening of the session. Horio, or
at least his translator, gets the German terms totale Krieg (total war, 6¿ì) and
Generalmobilisierungskrieg (all-out war, rjì) backwards in his essay (1995, 311).

Other citations: Nishitani 1943, 160, 168, 262–3, 282, 309–10, 317, 326, 328,
337–8, 351, 360–2, 396, 422, 443–4.

54 overcoming modernity. The essay by Minamoto from
which the opening citation is taken (1994, 229) gives a good

overview of the intellectual background of the right at the time of the symposium,
the revival of interest in it after the war, and the positions of the principal partici-
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pants. � The criticism of Nishitani’s lack of solid historical research was made by
Hiromatsu (1980, 246) in his extended review of the discussions.

The member of the group most sympathetic to the military and the emperor-
centered patriotism was Hayashi Fusao, a convert from communism. Nishitani
has two exchanges of words with him during the discussions. In the ³rst Hayashi
complains that although many thinkers in Japan continue to sympathize with the
recapitulation to western civilization that began in the Meiji period, the war being
waged in the Paci³c has for the time being nailed the lid shut. Nishitani cuts him
off at just this point to agree, and carries on the lament about the preference for
western dance and music to the neglect of Japan’s own culture. He also notes that
a national unity of Japan centered on the imperial household requires getting past
the individualism and liberalism of the west. In the second, which is at the end of
the ³nal session, Hayashi laments the fact that he was given a “modern educa-
tion” full of western ideas, and that a closer link between the objectivity of sci-
enti³c education and resignation to the demands of ordinary life is necessary not
only for the young men who make up the Army and Navy but for all true patriots
and military people. Nishitani only questions whether what is straightforward for
the military is so easily carried over into those who devote themselves to the study
of science (Nishitani 1979, 239–43, 268–9).

The form of the slogan that the rightists used was “all the world under one
roof” (k‚s”), adapted from the eighth-century classic, Nihon shoki (Chroni-
cles of Japan). Nishitani alters it closer to the original to give k‚`”. This was
the same form, incidentally, in which the term had been introduced into the
Chðõkõron discussions some four months earlier, where the source was
misidenti³ed. Nishitani himself, however, in a ³nal reference to the phrase, cites
it in the form of the current slogan (1943, 225, 396). The ³rst time Nishitani uses
the term, however, is in the ³nal two chapters of View of the World, View of the
Nation. In his afterword to the postwar reprint, he insists that he did not intend
the term in the sense used by the ideologues of the “imperial way,” but only to
point to the idea of a “selµess” nation (nkz 4: 384). This only makes one wonder
why he did not say so at the time, as the term was sure to be misunderstood with-
out quali³cation. � I recently stumbled upon a complete “philosophical” tract on
the subject by Arima Junsei, CÕû„`o›ƒ„`D [Japanese thought and world
thought] (Tokyo: Keiseisha, 1940), which shows the standard meaning the term
had at the time.

Other citations: Nishitani 1979, 35–7; nkc 4: 409, 455, 461; 21: 132–3.

55 the religious dimension of the political. References
to the inner “spiritual energy” of the Japanese can be found

in Nishitani 1961b, 314–16. � The passage on incorporating the ancestors
through a bowl of rice (nkc 20: 192) recalls Nietzsche’s use of the body as the
medium for inheriting the archaic levels of the past (see Parkes 1993, 67). � The
importance of the idea of ethnicity (blood) and a common natural environment
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(land) for self-identity is one Nishitani never let go of. See, for example, 1961b,
48–9. � His revised remarks on democracy appear in Nishitani 1981b, 156.

The citation on Japan’s role in overcoming east and west appears in a preface
to a symposium edited under his name (Nishitani 1967, 2–4). It does not appear
in his Collected Works.

Other citations: Nishitani 1961b, 72, 93, 104–5, 319–20. 

56 overcoming nihilism. I have found Horio’s overview of
Nishitani’s project of “overcoming nihilism through nihil-

ism” useful in preparing my remarks (1997b). Although the problem of nihilism is
mentioned as central throughout the years of composing Religion and Nothingness
(see, for example, Nishitani 1960d, 17), Van Bragt is the ³rst to point out, as
far as I know, that after the publication of that book, the term “nihilism” appears
very rarely in Nishitani’s writings (1992, 30). � The conversation in which Nishi-
tani talked about the role of Nietzsche in his youth is referred to in Parkes’s
superb and meticulously documented introduction to the translation of The Self-
Overcoming of Nihilism (1990, xx). The absence of Nishitani in a volume he edited
on Nietzsche in Asian Thought (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1991) is
indeed as glaring an omission as he feared it would be (13). Complementing the
general background of the study of nihilism in Japan that Parkes provides, Keta

broadens the ³eld to show its connections with Buddhist thought (1999). See also
Stevens (1996) for an overview of the place of nihilism in Kyoto-school thought
in general. � By Nishitani’s own account, Watsuji Tetsurõ’s 1913 and 1918 books
on Nietzsche were the stimulus that ³rst led him to Zarathustra (1991a, 6). �
Mori Tetsurõ sees the combination of Nishida’s death and Japan’s defeat in the
war as marking a turning point in Nishitani’s thought (1997, 2). � In an interest-
ing dialogue with Abe Masao in 1976, Nishitani recalls his bout with Nietzsche’s
nihilism and how it led him to views of evil different from those of Nishida and
Tanabe (reprinted in Nishitani 2000).

As Altizer correctly notes, even though Nishitani does not identify Nietzsche
as a Christian thinker, Nishitani’s running dialogue with Nietzsche represents the
deepest encounter in his thought between Buddhism and Christianity (1989, 78).
� Shaner claims that it was Zen that enabled Nishitani to give Nietzsche’s
nihilism a positive twist, and that without it “it is likely that he would have joined
the camp of early Nietzsche interpreters who dwelt almost exclusively upon the
super³cial themes of pessimism and negativity” (1987, 117). The claim can only be
justi³ed, of course, by seeing how other Zen Buddhist intellectuals accepted
Nietzsche, and there he would ³nd himself on thin ice. In fact, I know of no Bud-
dhist thinker in Japan contemporary with Nishitani, Zen or otherwise, who read
Nietzsche the way he did—neither as thoughtfully nor as af³rmatively.

As Parkes points out, even though Heidegger was lecturing on Nietzsche at
the time Nishitani was studying with him, their appraisals of Nietzsche are too
different to suggest much inµuence (1990, xxii). Heidegger’s two-volume study,
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incidentally, was not published until 1961. � Nishitani rather magnanimously
accepts the criticisms of the German philosopher, Karl Löwith, that the Japanese
lack self-criticism (1990, 176). � A concise and clear statement of Nishitani’s
approach to the inheritance of western problems without its spirituality can be
found in the transcript of a talk he gave on a national radio station (1960d). 

Other citations: Nishitani 1986a, 24, 27; 1990c, 175, 177.

57from nihilism to emptiness. It is hard to understand
how Jacinto can claim that Nishitani’s approach to

nihilism through Buddhist emptiness “essentially re³ned Nishida’s ideas” (1995,
314; repeated by Dilworth and Viglielmo 1998, 376). � Although Nishitani had
turned his view of nihilism around to a human problem that Buddhist ideas
could serve, some years later Umehara Takeshi reprinted the concluding essay to
The Self-Overcoming of Nihilism with an editorial comment twisting Nishitani’s
efforts to the aim of “overcoming nihilism for the Japanese themselves” CÓÚò

ÂèD [Nihilism] (Tokyo: Chikuma Shobõ, 1968), 99. Umehara’s general intro-
duction to the work, stuck in the pursuit of the uniqueness of Japanese nihilism,
makes it clear why he chose Nishitani’s earlier piece and ignored the eventual
solution he offered.

Van Bragt’s introduction to Religion and Nothingness (1982) gives us a splen-
did galaxy of Nishitani’s ideas centered around that book like planets around the
sun. In fact, it is one of those summaries that is so good that, apart from lifting
out its citations, almost no one of the many people who use it cites it directly any
more. This helps explain why some of the errors in his dating (see notes to §47)
keep getting repeated in western publications. � Abe Masao, in whose life work
Religion and Nothingness holds pride of place, has written a thoughtful apprecia-
tion of the work that brings together many of the themes I have discussed in this
section. In particular I would note his analysis of the main traits of Nishitani’s
idea of emptiness (1989, 27–35). The volume in which this appears in English
translation (Unno 1989a) contains numerous valuable reµections from theologi-
cal and philosophical points of view, only a few of which I have cited here. �
Since so many commentators make a point of noting that the original Japanese
title of Religion and Nothingness was What is Religion?, I suppose I should make
clear that it was in fact I who renamed it. There were two reasons. Giving it the
name of the title essay did not cover the whole of the book; and the literal render-
ing made it sound like a catechetical tract, of which there were several in print at
the time with just that name. It took some time for the translator to persuade
Nishitani himself of the change (see Van Bragt, 1989, 7). I think it fair to say, in
hindsight, that the title has served the book, and the diffusion of the concept of
nothingness, positively. 

Regarding the distinction between Tanabe and Nishida on the role of philoso-
phy, see Hase 1994, 4–6. Hanaoka argues that Tanabe’s whole criticism is ren-
dered invalid by his own later metanoetics, whose view of the relationship
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returned to a position that Nishida had already found in his inaugural idea of
pure experience (1995, 5). It is clear that Tanabe reversed his position regarding
religion’s relation to philosophy, but I ³nd it dif³cult to read anything approach-
ing the metanoetics in An Inquiry into the Good.

Although he does not, as far as I know, ever take up the question of whether
or to what extent the Other-power salvation of Pure Land Buddhism involves a
retreat from doubt to a salvation from beyond, Nishitani is openly critical of the
adoption of the nenbutsu (invocation of the name of Amida Buddha) as a kõan,
on the grounds that it weakened the doubt and mental energy of the kõan (1975b,
92–3).

Other citations: Nishitani 1960d, 12; 1982a, xlix, 18, 112; nkc 18: 193.

58 emptiness as a standpoint. Nietzsche speaks of perspec-
tivism as an approach “by virtue of which every force cen-

ter—and not only man—construes the whole rest of the world from its own view-
point.” See The Will to Power, trans. by W. Kaufmann and R. J. Hollingdale (New
York, 1968), §636. Nishitani mentions it as Nietzsche’s way of af³rming the
world while at the same time recognizing it as illusion (1990c, 145). � One should
not overlook the possibility that the idea of speaking of a “standpoint” rather than
a “logic” as Nishida and Tanabe had done was also inµuenced by D. T. Suzuki’s
1916 book C7uCõQ˜D [From the standpoint of Zen] which Nishitani had read
as a young man. In 1967, Suzuki and Nishitani began editing a series of volumes
called Lectures on Zen, the opening volume of which was Nishitani’s The Stand-
point of Zen. An English translation of the opening essay of the same name can be
found at Nishitani 1984a. � Nishitani seems to bend over backwards to avoid
using the ordinary word basho that Nishida had chosen for what we have called
his logic of locus (see Van Bragt 1982, xxx–xxxi). We should note, however,
that at two points he does use the phrase “the locus of nothingness” (1982a, 21,
38), both of which suggest an indirect allusion to Nishida. See note to §20 above.

The long critique of Hegel’s basic position was written when Nishitani was
seventy-nine years old, and although rather far removed from the texts of Hegel,
it is a serious meditation on Hegel’s starting point (nkc 13: 31–95). On several
counts his criticisms echo and complement those of Tanabe in Philosophy of
Metanoetics, especially his insistence on an absolute negation, though he makes
no mention of any connection. A short essay by Kadowaki on this piece is help-
ful in placing it in the context of Nishitani’s own thinking (1997).

Nishitani ³rst suggested that Bultmann’s demythifying was not going far
enough (1959, 56–7), but after more thorough reading he altered his views (1961).
Once he had met Bultmann some ten years later, he seemed to con³rm his view
that they were both on the same track (Mutõ 1992, 100). � The idea of disassoci-
ating myth from a separate realm of time and returning it to the present is also at
work in his reading of Shinran’s explanation of salvation (Nishitani 1978, 14–15).
� In addition to Nishitani’s confusing the idea of virgin birth with immaculate
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conception, he also confused other elements of Christianity (Van Bragt 1992,
38–9). I would add to the list his confusion of Catholic “veneration” of Mary with
“worship” of her (nkc 21: 206–8). � According to Nishitani, unlike Christianity,
which is in need of demythologizing, “Zen is a radically demythologized religion”
(1982b, 53).

The graph on the standpoint of emptiness and additions to its explanation in
Religion and Nothingness (Nishitani, 1982a, 142) have an error: “an, bn, cn” should
read “n1, n2, n3, .…” I thank Bowers for pointing this out (1995, 185).

The Chinese glyph Ï by itself simply means “settled.” Buddhism has used it
to indicate a mind concentrated or at peace. Thus, when pre³xed with the charac-
ter for Zen, it came to signify “Zen meditation.” � I have drawn upon Mar-

aldo’s essay for this brief summary of Nishitani’s understanding of sam„dhi-
being. Readers will ³nd helpful his garnering of related texts scattered throughout
the pages of Religion and Nothingness (1992, 14–20). 

Citations: Nishitani 1991b, 15, 21; 1982a, 106, 179.

59 emptiness as the homeground of being. Concerning
the several Buddhist terms that show up here and later, the

reader to whom they are unfamiliar is advised to consult the brief glossary we pre-
pared for the English translation of Religion and Nothingness. � Although the
Kyoto school’s idea of absolute nothingness is something of a Zen-µavored add-
on to traditional Buddhism, one that classical scholars are not always fond of,
Nishitani’s restatement of the idea as a standpoint of emptiness is fully in line
with classical teaching on the middle way, as Swanson points out in an important
essay based on the threefold truth of Chih-i (1996; see also the essay by Matsu-

maru 1997b). Actually, Nishitani himself describes his idea of religious philoso-
phy as just such a middle way between religion and philosophy in their tradi-
tional, western senses. It does this by criticizing them from within and mediating
them from without (nkc 6: 61–2, 69). � Takeda notes, however, criticisms that
can be raised from a Shin Buddhist perspective (1996).

Other citations: Nishitani 1991b, 51, 93, 128; 1982a, 158, 284.

60 ego and self. Although Nishitani, like Tanabe and
Nishida before him, avoided all psychological descriptions

of the true self, the tendency to rei³cation that psychology inherited from the
nineteenth-century transformation of the pronominal “I” into a substantive “the
I” is not entirely absent. As noted earlier (see notes to §14), the Japanese language,
which can get along without de³nite articles, camouµages this tendency fairly
well, though there are telltale signs of it in the way Nishitani attributes an idea of
“the ego” to the Cartesian “cogito.” He sometimes speaks as if Descartes had an
idea of “the ego” that he means to reject; at others, as if it is Kant’s reading of
Descartes (1981a, 33–4). This very same idea can be found previously in Nishida
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nkz 3: 159). Strictly speaking, it is neither. Descartes has no such term, and the
closest Kant comes to giving him one is his allusion to “das ich Denke.” The sub-
stantive “I” enters European languages with Fichte. The point, that Descartes and
Kant had an idea of subjectivity corresponding to what we now call “the ego,”
however, stands. It is most likely the post-psychological texts of Sartre and Hei-
degger, with whose critiques of Descartes he takes issue, that are responsible for
the anachronism. I consider this whole question not only unresolved in Kyoto-
school philosophy but not even properly asked yet. See Heisig 1991, 1997. � As an
indication of Nishitani’s resistance to overtures from psychologists, see his discus-
sion with the Jungians David Miller and Kawai Hayao, where Nishitani plays the
skeptic in a playful but decisive manner (Nishitani 1988). 

The way Japanese handles the technical Buddhist term an„tman suggests
“non-ego” as the best English equivalent. Otherwise, Nishitani tends to use the
term “ego” to refer to the Cartesian subject and “self” as a generic term for the
subject, which can be quali³ed as self-centered, no-self, or true self. It is a mistake
simply to overlay modern distinctions of self and ego (such as that found in Jun-
gian and other psychologies) on Nishitani.

The essay on “Western Thought and Buddhism,” ³rst printed in German
under its subtitle “Die religiös-philosophische Existenz im Buddhismus” and
taken over in that form in an English translation unreliable in the details (1990e),
shows Nishitani’s way of thinking at its ³nest, introducing the question from a
contradiction in western thought and offering a Buddhist alternative. � Concern-
ing the conµuence of the notion of ego and substance in Western philosophy, see
also Nishitani 1969, 91. � The clearest résumé of Nishitani’s critique of Sartre
appears in 1982a, 30–5. 

There is some question as to whether Nishitani was fair in his critique of Hei-
degger’s Nichts as a relative nothingness still bound to human subjectivity. Dall-

mayr suggests that from 1929 on Heidegger had taken a position that separates
nothingness from Dasein, something he had not done earlier in Being and Time
(1992, 45–6; see also Thompson 1986, 247–8). Some of the works Dallmayr cites in
his support, however, were published well after Nishitani’s remarks. In addition,
the inµuence of certain of Nishida’s ideas on Heidegger through Tanabe, who had
been with him several years before he adjusted his position, cannot be discounted.
That of Kuki Shðzõ, also a student of Nishida’s who had been with Heidegger, is
also clear. The thought of Nishida seems particularly in evidence in Heidegger’s
later idea of the overcoming of the dichotomy of subject and object, expressed
clearly in his 1959 work, A Dialogue on Language (a fact completely overlooked by
Enns, 1988). Dallmayr’s is a question on which a clear judgment, based on all the
facts, has yet to come forth. 

Other citations: Nishitani 1990e, 4, 9; 1984a, 5, 13, 16, 25–6; 1996, 9, 14–15,
19–21; nkc 17: 93, 101.
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61 self, other, and ethics. On Zen dialogue, see Nishitani

1975b, 86–7. � He does not in fact take up Buber’s position
regarding dialogue in any detail, but only mentions it as having been surpassed by
the Zen position (Nishitani 1982b, 51). Yamamoto Seisaku reports that in 1976
Nishitani remarked, on reading an account of Buber’s thought, that he found it
remarkably close to his own on a number of points (see publisher’s leaµet to nkc

17). � For his comments on Marxism, see Nishitani 1985d, 26. � The exchange
with Nishitani over liberation theology can be found in Nanzan Institute 1981,
274–5. The passage from his talk appears in nkc 18: 128–30.

The Zen term for Great Anger, cƒ, suggests a deliberate indignance. Nishi-

tani himself plays on the ordinary Japanese word for anger, PY™, to suggest the
image of something “rising up” from within the depths of the individual (1986b,
121–2). � On logos and ethos, see Nishitani 1959, 59. The longest résumés of his
position on ethics can be found in nkc 6: 303–26. See also the remarks scattered
in 1969 and 1986b. � The most perceptive critique of Nishitani’s reading of Kant-
ian ethics I know is by Little (1989). To my knowledge, no one has ever taken his
points up further.

Other citations: Nishitani 1982a, 32; 1982b, 56; 1984a, 11; 1996, 26–8; 1990e,
16–17; nkc 6: 303, 325–6; 17: 11–12, 86–7, 112.

62 science and nature. A good résumé of Nishitani’s ideas
on science, though based on limited resources, has been

prepared by Robinson (1989). � Hase tries to show how Nishitani’s early strug-
gles with nihilism survived in his later work in the form of his critique of science
(1999). � Concerning developments on the convergence of science and religion in
philosophical circles and their relation to Nishitani’s thought, see Heine (1990).
Although he relies on only a couple of representative sources and passes over the
bulk of Nishitani’s writings about science, his conclusion, that Nishitani does not
translate his ethical ideals into a contemporary ethical code, seems correct. But
the claim that Nishitani overlooks “the liberating consequences of science and
technology” (188) is true only insofar as the former claim is true. Nishitani often
has high praise for scienti³c and technological accomplishments. He repeats his
conclusion in a later piece, while insisting nonetheless that the ethical dimension
in Nishitani’s critique of science is more important than the metaphysical (1991). 

It may be noted in passing that in a 1975 lecture Nishitani refers to White-
head’s philosophy as one of the most illustrious of the day (nkc 24: 326), but with
no hint of its central critique of substantial thinking or its attempt to relate reli-
gion and science. One has to suppose that he had not read any of the work and
was simply reporting from secondary sources.

nkc 6: 334–45 treats the movement from the absence of the human in science
to the presence of the human in the example of medical science and its service to
humanity. Only then does he make the radical step of saying that this anthro-
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pocentricism needs to be overcome. � For a lengthy comment on the relation
between mechanization of the human, the transformation of the meaning of
work, and the deterioration of human relations, see Nishitani 1961b, 350–4. �
For extended treatments of the relation between science, religion, and myth, see
Nishitani 1959 and 1991b.

Other citations: Nishitani, 1982c, 118–19; 1959, 53; nkc 18: 24–5.

63 time and history. I myself had to persuade the publish-
ers to let the chapters on time and history in Religion and

Nothingness (1982a, 168–285) stand, and then again to resist their compromise
that we shorten and combine them. � The new understanding of the philosophy
of history is mentioned in Nishitani 1993, 3–5. � Heine takes up the question of
Nishitani’s view of time and history in an attempt to parry criticisms that Zen’s
reconstruction of the historical past in the service of individual enlightenment
engages a kind of systematic scotosis that blinds it to the demands of historical
accuracy and shields itself against criticism of its own past deeds (1994). Although
making rather limited use of Nishitani’s ideas, it does draw attention to the tacit
assumptions that Nishitani took over from Zen. � For a fuller résumé of Nishi-
tani on history, and important criticisms of his allusions to western intellectual
history, see Kasulis 1989.

Although Nishitani mentions Eliade’s work only brieµy in connection with
his thoughts on myth and makes no reference to it in his own treatment of time
and history, he was certainly familiar with the contrast of linear time and circular
time from Le mythe de l’éternel retour, originally published in 1949. Eliade himself
was in Tokyo and Kyoto in 1958, but I have not been able to con³rm if the two
met on that occasion. In any case, there is no mention of it in Eliade’s memoirs.
� Nishitani cites Kierkegaard’s idea of the moment as an “atom of eternity” in
time but also speaks of it as a “monad of eternity” to stress the self-enclosure of all
of time (1982a, 189, 266).

Other citations: Nishitani 1943, 45; 1969, 70, 83–4, 87–8; 1982a, 266.

64 god. The idea of overcoming God by God is also applicable
in Buddhism to the Buddha. In a 1980 symposium, Nishi-

tani calls on the Zen idea of “killing the patriarchs and Buddhas” to interpret the
notion of “ascent to the Buddha” along these lines (nkc 18: 121–50). This essay is
followed by a transcript of a discussion with other members present at the sym-
posium, only one of two discussions to appear in his Collected Works. � On
Nishitani’s reading of creatio ex nihilo and an assessment of its possibilities for
Christian theology, see Kristiansen (1987, and the shorter account in 1989). � In
an otherwise remarkably clear exposition of the central thesis of Religion and
Nothingness, George James is off the mark in ³nding in Nishitani an “unquali³ed
rejection of western theism” (1991, 296). On the contrary, as Altizer has recog-
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nized, it gives us “both a pure conception and a pure image of God… perhaps
only possible within the horizon of Buddhist thinking” (1989, 70). � Buri’s argu-
ment that “the idea of God plays no central role in the thought of Keiji Nishitani”
is wildly mistaken. As his explanation makes clear, what he means to say is that it
does not play the same kind of central role that it does in Christianity, which is
self-evident (1972, 49). 

Nishitani makes a clear connection between the nothingness of the godhead
and the ground of the soul in his earlier volume on God and Absolute Nothingness
(nkc 7: 70–1), the bulk of which is devoted to Eckhart. � Regarding his idea of
breakthrough as a rebirth, see nkc 7: 32–3. � In addition to Eckhart’s explicit dis-
tinction of God from godhead, Nishitani ³nds this pattern implicit in other mys-
tics as well. For example, in a sensitive but rarely cited essay on the thirteenth-
century Beguine Mechthild von Magdeburg, he cites her idea that “separation
from God is more desirable than God himself” (nkc 3: 119–47). He later expands
this in a 1948 essay (nkc 7: 137–40).

On the effects of personalizing God for the scienti³c worldview, see Nishi-

tani 1982c, 132–3. � Nishitani, like Nishida and Tanabe, does not distinguish
Jesus from Christ, but generally prefers the latter. I have adjusted the vocabulary
where necessary throughout the book. � A brief connection is made between
kenõsis and ekkenõsis in Christianity and the dual aspect of the Buddha as
Tath„gata: Thus-Gone and Thus-Come. The point of contact is the idea of com-
passion as a “self-emptying” (1982a, 288). � Nishitani is often credited with hav-
ing originated the kõan of Paul’s statement, supported by a comment of Van

Bragt to that effect (1971, 281), but the idea seems to have been Nishida’s nkz 19:
93–4).

Other citations: Nishitani 1982a, 36–8, 49, 62, 66, 68–9.

65 the embodiment of awareness. For further detail on
Nishitani’s turn to Zen themes in his published works, see

Horio (1997a, 19–24), to whom I also owe the comment on breaking through Zen
with philosophy. Nishitani himself explicitly acknowledged a few years after he
completed Religion and Nothingness that “I have gradually come to think things
through in Buddhist categories” (nkc 20: 185).

Unno’s characterization of Religion and Nothingness as “a modern hermeneu-
tic of Zen Buddhism” seems right to me (1989b, 315). While it seems to me going
too far to claim with Van Bragt that “Nishitani’s whole opus is an attempt to
build a theologia fundamentalis of Zen” (1971, 279), it does ful³ll the proper theo-
logical role of liberating religion from the stagnation and routine of unquestioned
traditional practice, a role that Nishitani himself valued highly (1968a, 111). �
Paslick’s attempt to rescue Nishitani from criticisms of being anti-intellectual
and obscurantist by comparing his imagery to that of Boehme (1997) has slightly
skewed Nishitani’s ideas in the direction of a philosophy of will. It is unfortunate
that Nishitani’s own essay on Boehme in his History of Mystical Thought has not
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yet been translated, since it focuses on somewhat different aspects of Boehme’s
thinking than Paslick does, namely, the “naturalness” at the base of light and
darkness, the emergence of the self, and the problem of evil (nkc 1: 125–52).

The combination of feeling and willing in sensing is already present in
Nishida’s early expression of direct experience (see notes to §16 above). � The
term Nishitani uses for imaging, r`, is different from the ordinary term for the
psychological function of the imagination. The essay in which he deals with the
relation of this imaging to the standpoint of emptiness was published in 1982
under the title “Emptiness and Soku” (Nishitani 1999b). It is taken up in an
essay by Hase as “the crystallization of Nishitani’s lifelong thinking on the prob-
lem of imaging” (1997, 70). I am grateful to this essay for pointing to several texts
of Nishitani’s I had not paid attention to before. The only other treatment of
“imaging” in Nishitani that has come to my attention is a piece by Higashi,
which approaches the question in terms of aesthetic feeling (1992). � The image
of Zen as an alchemy of the heart also appears in Nishitani 1961b, 349.

The Chinese glyph for “sky”, W, is the same as that used to translate the San-
skrit term šðnyat„ (Nishitani 1999b, 179). � His term for “incarnate understand-
ing” is ¿Þ. He uses it frequently in Religion and Nothingness, where it has been
translated as “appropriation” (see Nishitani 1982a, 293).

The lectures referred to in which his most extended comments on the body
appear, were delivered between 1964 and 1975 and gathered together in volume 24
of Nishitani’s Works. � Nishitani does not at any point see his theory of “imag-
ing” as a critique of Zen, though as Bernard Faure has gone to great lengths to
show in The Rhetoric of Immediacy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991),
the repudiation of imagery is closely tied to the traditional taboo on social prac-
tice in the Zen tradition. 

Other citations: nkc 13: 127, 141, 145; 24: 392–3; Nishitani 1981a, 35.

66 the critique of religion. On the general parameters of
Nishitani’s idea of the “religious quest,” see Horio 1993. �

I have found Van Bragt’s essay on Nishitani’s late thought helpful in locating
some of Nishitani’s comments on organized religion, which he liberally para-
phrases (1992). � Nishitani’s ideas of differences between Catholicism and
Protestantism, though not very profound and badly discolored by the distinctive
shape each has taken in Japan, can be found in Nishitani 1961b, 144–5. It is later
in this same discussion that he refers to the openness to the universal that Bud-
dhism has to learn from Christianity (327). � It comes as little surprise to learn
that the evangelical Christian ³nds Nishitani “much closer in assumptions,
agenda, and conclusions to nonevangelical Christian theologies—such as radical,
process, and mystical theologies—than to historic, evangelical faith,” which leads
him to conclude that this leaves only an either/or choice: either self or non-self,
either a personal God or an absolute Nothingness” (Bowers 1995, 140, 144; see
also the chart of differences on page 148). That this is precisely the view that
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Nishitani was inviting Christianity to overcome seems to have been lost in the
reading.

The call for rethinking the meaning of the Buddha’s death appears in nkc 17:
285–7. For references to other lacks in Buddhist religious thought, see nkc 17:
141–2, 148–50, 155–68; 18: 171–4. � One has to take Thelle with a grain of salt
when he writes about Nishitani’s being embarrassed at the label of “Buddhist”
(1992, 131). � On forgetting everything in meditation, even being a Buddhist or a
Christian, see Nishitani 1985c, 4–5. In this same regard, we may note a criticism
he raises against those worried about the possibility of the emperor’s son marry-
ing a Catholic. His own view is that the emperor should be free of all such reli-
gious restrictions, and that by the same token Catholic “exclusivism” should also
be avoided (1961b, 57).

Nishitani’s brief remark on inculturation, the only one I was able to locate
in his writings and discussions, appeared in 1961b, 365. � Regarding his thoughts
on the aims and dif³culties of interreligious dialogue, see Van Bragt 1992, 46–50.
� Regarding the self-enclosure of Nishitani’s thinking, see the blunt—if not
always well-informed—criticism of Phillips (1987), who reviews the arguments
of Religion and Nothingness to criticize Nishitani on a number of counts, among
them a certain uncritical attachment to Zen and to eastern Buddhism in general, a
µouting of reason by gratuitous appeals to privileged experience, and a distance
from the variety of ways people can effectively question the meaning of their lives
and make their choices. 

Regarding the sign over his door, it was certainly more than a treasured gift
from D. T. Suzuki. It is the starting point and the goal of the philosopher’s disci-
pline for him. In a special message prepared for an international conference in
1984 on Religion and Nothingness, Nishitani wrote that his philosophical goal was
the return to daily life by “making philosophy work as the thinking of basic non-
thinking” (1989c, 4).

Other citations: Mori Tetsurõ 1997, 1; Nishitani 1960d, 20–4; 1961b, 341;
1968a, 109; 1981b, 140; 1986d, 149; 1991b, 4; nkc 17: 121, 124–5, 128.
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