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Editors’ Introduction

E

ACH OF THE ESSAYS in this book examines the relationship between
Japanese nationalism and intellectuals in the Kyoto school and the
world of Zen. All the contributions were originally presented at a
week-long international symposium held in March 1994 outside of Santa Fe,
New Mexico, and subsequently revised in preparation for this volume.
The de³nition of the “Kyoto school” has undergone a change from the
time that the name was ³rst introduced in 1931 by Tosaka Jun as a way of
branding what he perceived as a rightist tendency in the circle around Nishida
Kitarõ, Japan’s foremost modern philosopher. When the thought of Nishitani
Keiji, Tanabe Hajime, Takeuchi Yoshinori, Ueda Shizuteru, Abe Masao, and
Nishida himself began to spread in translation through philosophical and religious circles in the West in the 1980s, it rode the wave of the current popularity of Zen thought, whose inspiration was apparent in many of these
thinkers. It traveled with little or none of the stigma associated with the fate
of Japan’s intelligentsia during and after the war. The names of Suzuki Shigetaka, Kõsaka Masaaki, and Kõyama Iwao—all of whom were well known to
historians of Japanese nationalism—were left aside as secondary ³gures, if
indeed they were recognized as members of the school at all. Absent the
entire problematic of the war years, the phrase “Kyoto school” soon became
synonymous with a wide-eyed, open-minded approach to religious philosophy that seemed to answer the need for a serious encounter between East
and West as few contemporary systems of thought have.
Among intellectual historians of Japan, particularly those working in the
United States, the enthusiastic reception of the Kyoto school religious philosophy in Europe and North America came as something of a surprise. For
by and large, the comparative philosophers and theologians who were giving
these Japanese thinkers their warm welcome had simply overlooked the political implications of their thought, especially during World War II. Today, the
situation has clearly changed.
If there is one single factor we can point to as having brought the political aspect to the fore, it is the case of Martin Heidegger. In the light of new
revelations of Heidegger’s associations with the German Nazi Party, affections for Heideggerian thought underwent a sea change, and in the process
the consciousness of a generation was awakened as perhaps never before to
the political practices of supposedly apolitical philosophers and scholars. It
was only a matter of time before this rude awakening was transmitted to
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those attracted to the philosophy of the Kyoto school, not to mention Zen
Buddhism.
It was against this backdrop that a group of sixteen scholars (eight
Japanese, six from the United States, one Canadian, one Mexican, and one
Belgian) gathered to share the results of their research and reµections on the
question of nationalism in Zen and the Kyoto school. The present book is a
result of the long hours of discussion and debate during the symposium. The
essays wind in and out of each other like different colored strings. The four
strands that are identi³ed in the table of contents are only one possible way of
braiding the concerns into some kind of order.
The ³rst of these strands, “Questioning Zen,” has to do with the conµict
between Japanese Zen’s strong emphasis on transcendence on the one hand,
and its actual involvement in secular history on the other, even to the point of
vociferous support for militaristic nationalism during the war. Hirata Seikõ
argues that because Zen transcends ethics, it is equally neutral towards participation in war and towards participation in opposition to war. Of itself, Zen
is concerned with insight not about how the world is or ought to be run, but
only about the nature of the self. Christopher Ives presents the counterposition of Ichikawa Hakugen, a postwar Zen activist who insisted that Zen
needs to cultivate a moral posture in the secular world. Following Ichikawa’s
lead, Ives questions the connections between the wartime complicity of Zen
leaders and the Zen-inspired philosophy of Nishida.
Kirita Kiyohide’s exhaustive research into the writings and letters of
D. T. Suzuki leads him to conclude that, short of exposing himself directly to
the military authorities, Suzuki did what he could to counter the war effort
and its ruling ideology, and that he did so in line with a view of the state that
he had held since his earliest writings. Robert Sharf undercuts the entire
debate about Zen and ethics by claiming that the world-transcending tradition of Japanese Zen which is being questioned is not the historical fact that
Suzuki and others have claimed, but a distinctively contemporary construct
read back into history.
The second strand, “Questioning Nishida,” deals with the patriarch of
the Kyoto school, whose writings on the emperor system and Japanese culture were used—or misused—as a philosophical justi³cation of militaristic
ideology during the war, and of the search for cultural uniqueness in postwar
Japan. Ueda Shizuteru’s essay revolves around what he calls the “tug-of-war
over meaning” between Nishida and the Army for the legitimation of important traditional Japanese concepts. He precedes his argument with a historical analysis of why the problem arose in the ³rst place and follows it with a
presentation of Nishida’s crowning vision of a pluralistic world order. Yusa
Michiko’s careful study of Nishida’s letters and diaries supports Ueda’s position by uncovering meanings and intentions that are not always clear in the
viii
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philosophical writings. These data bring to light a politically active side of
Nishida that has yet to receive the full recognition she feels it deserves.
Agustín Jacinto looks at the ³nal years of Nishida’s life, which ended just
months before Japan’s defeat in the war, and examines the critical notion of
“tradition” which underpinned his late thought. He draws a careful distinction between Nishida’s support for the mythological Imperial Throne, which
belongs to the founding ideal of the nation, and Nishida’s view of the actual
emperor who belongs to the world of historical fact and moral judgment.
The question of whether or to what extent Nishida understood the Imperial
Throne as a model for other nations is left open.
A third strand, “Questioning Modernity,” considers attempts by Japan’s
intellectuals to ³nd an alternative to Eurocentric and Western-dominated
views of world and nation. The symposium on “Overcoming Modernity”
held in 1943 is the focus of an essay by Minamoto Ryõen, who examines the
background and content of those debates and presents an overview of rightwing and left-wing thinking in Japan at the time. He focuses in particular on
the contributions of symposium participants associated with the Kyoto
school. Kevin Doak argues that Japanese nationalism is best understood as a
consequence of competing ideologies in modern Japan. He shows how populist visions of the identity of a people or “ethnic nation” vied with government efforts to de³ne the role of the nation state in the modern world, and
how Buddhism lent its voice to the search for national identity. Andrew
Feenberg draws Nishida into the debate about modernity, and shows how his
philosophy attempted to articulate the particular contribution Japanese culture could make to a world increasingly de³ned by Western science and technology. He contrasts Nishida’s vision of an alternative modernity based on
Eastern culture with Heidegger’s brand of nationalism and disillusionment
with technology. Despite the fate that this vision suffered at the hands of
Japan’s wartime state nationalism, Feenberg suggests that Nishida’s insights
into cultural pluralism are still of value to us today.
The fourth and ³nal strand in the braid, “Questioning the Kyoto
School,” brings together a series of inquiries dealing with speci³c thinkers.
James Heisig looks at the ³gure of Tanabe Hajime, whose critics—and indeed
whose own philosophy of repentance—have raised questions about his complicity in the war effort. An analysis of the elusive notion of the “logic of the
speci³c” reveals how Tanabe had within his grasp a philosophical idea leading
in the very opposite direction of the spirit of nationalism with which he µirted
during the war. Horio Tsutomu presents a detailed synopsis of the background and contents of the notorious Chðõkõron discussions which brought
four Kyoto-school thinkers together in 1941 and 1942 for a series of dialogues on subjects directly touching on the military’s ideology. In so doing,
Horio sharpens many of the questions that history today is asking of the
ix
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Kyoto philosophers. Nishitani Keiji, one of the four participants in those discussions, is the focus of an essay by Mori Tetsuo, who tries to distance
Nishitani’s view of the nation and the world from the misunderstandings that
have surrounded it.
Jan Van Bragt asks the broader question of whether Kyoto philosophy
itself, as seen in Nishitani, Nishida, Tanabe, and in the Chðõkõron discussions,
is intrinsically nationalistic or only incidentally so. With careful quali³cation,
he comes down on the side of an intrinsic nationalism in their thought. A
³nal essay by John Maraldo takes up three ³gures from among Zen and
Kyoto-school thinkers—D. T. Suzuki, Masao Abe, and Nishitani—to consider what is involved in criticizing positions that in their own way were themselves critiques of nationalism. Since critics themselves do not transcend the
critical process, responsible critiques of nationalism inevitably make the past
into a present, and personal, concern.
No doubt, under conditions of a totalitarian regime like Japan’s during
the war, the semantic rules are not the same as they are for us today. Even the
most abstract philosophical ideas invariably take on the concrete signi³cance
of questioning the powers-that-be. At the end of our own labors, the number
of questions left unanswered, or only partially answered, is greater than it was
at the beginning. The problem of what the Kyoto-school thinkers meant by
attributing “subjectivity” to the state, the lack of clarity in the distinction
between state nationalism and cultural nationalism, the disparity between the
intentions of writers and the effects their writings produce in times of crisis,
the relationship between the Kyoto school in the narrow sense and thinkers
such as Watsuji Tetsurõ and Miki Kiyoshi who were also involved in questions of nationalism—these issues and more remain with us still. In that sense,
too, the whole project has been something of a rude awakening.
This book, and the symposium on which it was based, would not have been
possible without the generous assistance of the Taniguichi Foundation and
the coordinating efforts of Horio Tsutomu and other members of the Kyoto
Zen Symposium Committee. Others assisted as well. Sakai Naoki made a substantial contribution to the symposium discussions. The efforts of the translators, Mark Unno and Thomas Kirchner, helped keep the language barrier
from interfering with the lively µow of ideas. Tom Schifanella volunteered
the cover design for this volume and Mary Jo Maraldo did the calligraphy. To
all of them, our thanks. The editors would also like to acknowledge the fellows and staff of the Nanzan Institute for Religion and Culture who assisted
in the production of the volume, and to thank Pat Crosby of the University
of Hawaii Press for her warm interest and support.
22 September 1994
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Zen Buddhist Attitudes to War
H IRATA Seikõ

I

N ORDER FULLY TO UNDERSTAND the standpoint of Zen on the question
of nationalism, one must ³rst consider the Indian Buddhist context out
of which the Zen tradition arose. How were matters of ethnic and
national identity dealt with in the Buddhist sðtras?

ANTIWAR VIEWS IN THE BUDDHIST SÐTRAS

There is a story in the Buddhist sðtras that directly speaks to this question, a
story based on the historical events relating to the destruction of the Š„kya
clan—the clan of which Š„kyamuni was a member—by King Virudhaka of
Košala, the powerful country that bordered the Š„kya kingdom. These
events, said to have taken place when the Buddha was about ³fty years old,
are described in a number of different sðtras.1 The general outline of the story
as related in the texts is as follows.
Virudhaka, infuriated by a racist insult at the hands of the Š„kyas, sent a
large army to destroy Kapilavastu, the capital of the Š„kya kingdom. Hearing
of this, the Buddha set himself down under a dead tree in the path of the
army, knowing that Indian custom at the time required an invading army to
give up its attack if it encountered a holy man in the course of its advance.
Coming upon the seated Buddha, King Virudhaka ordered his troops to halt
and asked him, “Why do you sit under this dead tree rather than in the shade
of a living one?” The Buddha replied calmly, “My clan the Š„kya is like this
dead tree,” alluding to the impending destruction that awaited his people.
At this King Virudhaka, obedient to the ancient custom, ordered his army
back to Košala.
Still bristling from the insult, Virudhaka invaded a second time, but
found the Buddha seated under the same tree. Once again the King ordered
1
The story can be found in the Ekottar„gama Sðtra †s%L™ñ 26 (T. 2.549, No. 125);
Vai^ðryar„ja Sðtra w8÷™ (T. 14.783, No. 513); and Arthavarg‡ya Sðtra –˜™ (T. 4.174,
No. 198).
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a retreat. He invaded a third time, only to have to retreat yet a third time, his
way blocked by the holy man. When word reached the Buddha that preparations were under way for yet a fourth invasion, however, he ignored the pleas
of his disciples and refused to intervene. As a result the entire Š„kya clan was
slaughtered and the city of Kapilavastu destroyed.
Š„kyamuni was born the crown prince of the Š„kya clan, and if events
had run their ordinary course would have been king at the time of attack and
thus in charge of the country’s defense. As it was, he had renounced his claim
to worldly authority and taken up the life of a homeless religious mendicant.
Realizing that the forces of karma cannot be thwarted by human design, he
was convinced that the Š„kya people would inevitably be destroyed for having
insulted Košala. Š„kyamuni therefore refused in the end to oppose the
advancing Košala army, maintaining an attitude of complete and total nonbelligerence, even in the full knowledge that this would mean the extinction
of his clansmen and erstwhile subjects.
This story from the sðtras provides a good illustration of the absolute
rejection of war in ancient Indian Buddhism. The early Buddhist posture of
nonviolence was based not on humanistic ideas about the value of life, but on
a religious understanding of the workings of karma. The Buddha’s ultimate
refusal to act for the sake of clan and country was rooted in his belief that the
Buddhist dharma transcends ethnic and national concerns. The message of
the story is that Buddhism is free of nationalistic concerns.
The sðtras go on to relate that, in karmic retribution for the destruction
of the Š„kyas and in accordance with a prophecy made by the Buddha, the
people of Košala were all drowned in a violent rainstorm, the palace was
struck by lightning and burned to the ground, and King Virudhaka himself
fell into the lowest realm of hell.

ZEN AND THE STATE IN TANG CHINA

Following the transmission of Buddhism from India to China, the body of
H‡nay„na and Mah„y„na sðtras was gradually translated into Chinese. A particularly important step in the evolution of Chinese Buddhist thought
occurred when Tao-sheng Š´ (355–434) and Seng-chao Rd (378–414),
two disciples of the Central Asian translator-monk Kum„raj‡va (344–413),
developed an interpretation of Buddhism based on Taoist and Confucian
thought. The work of these monks in many ways laid the foundations for the
subsequent development of Chinese Buddhism, one of the most inµuential
products of which was Ch’an (Jap., Zen) Buddhism. Sectarian legend credits
the actual founding of Ch’an to the First Patriarch Bodhidharma (470?–
543?), who is said to have brought the teachings to China from his native
4
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India, but the tradition can be more accurately seen as a synthesis of Taoist,
Confucian, and Buddhist thought.
A brief word is in order about the relation between Zen and Tang China
(618–907), the great dynasty during which the Zen tradition developed and
µourished. There are many famous encounters between Zen masters and
Chinese emperors, including the exchanges between Bodhidharma and
Emperor Wu , between Nan-yang Hui-chung ÇîŠb (d. 775) and
Emperor Su-tsung j; (who regarded Nan-yang so highly that he named
him a National Teacher), and between Huang-po Hsi-yün ü;d± (d. 850)
and Emperor Tai-tsung Ö;. In content these exchanges deal not with the
secular realm and such issues as politics, economics, and the law, but with the
Buddhist Dharma as a truth transcending secular concerns. The exchange
between Nan-yang Hui-chung and Su-tsung, described in the ninety-ninth
case of the Blue Cliff Record, is a good example:
Emperor Su-tsung asked National Teacher Chung, “What is the
Ten-Body Controller?”
The National Teacher said, “Patron, walk on Vairocana’s head.”
The emperor said, “I don’t understand.”
The National Teacher said, “Don’t acknowledge your own pure
body of reality.”2
The ten bodies referred to in the expression “Ten-Body Controller” are the
ten forms of Buddha bodies. The Controller is the particular Buddha body
that is able to freely control all the other Buddha bodies. Expressed in terms
of the triple-body system of dharmak„ya, sambhogak„ya, and nirm„nak„ya,
the Controller represents the dharmak„ya, the most fundamental of the bodies. Vairocana and pure body of reality are simply other names for the dharmak„ya. The emperor is asking what the nature of this most fundamental of
the Buddha bodies is. Hui-chung replies that only by stepping beyond even
this pure, fundamental dharmak„ya can he ever come to know the true dharmak„ya.
Behind Su-tsung’s question is, no doubt, the belief that ideally the
empire should be a manifestation of the Buddha realm, and that he, as its
ruler, should be a manifestation of the pure dharmak„ya. But Hui-chung’s
answer rejects this view of the Buddha realm. For the Zen person, the concept of the Buddha realm is simply an up„ya, an expedient device for leading
a person to the truth, and nothing more. The true land of the Buddha is a
state in which one is unfettered even by ideas like “the Buddha realm.” In his
response Hui-chung tries to transcend the limitations of the Buddha-land
up„ya and thereby to lead the emperor to an understanding of the true
2

Thomas and J. C. Cleary, The Blue Cliff Record (London: Shambhala, 1977), 3:628.
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Buddha Dharma. Hui-chung’s Zen teaching, according to which the
Dharma can manifest itself only when conventional, secular truth has been
overcome, eliminates all possibility of seeing the nation as an expression of
the Buddha realm.
Hui-chung’s standpoint is already present in traditional Indian
Buddhism, where the Buddha Dharma is held to be beyond the worldly
truths that govern the ruling of nations. But the idea is not an abstraction
that itself transcends the things of earth. It is a way of seeing that can be
expressed convincingly only by someone like Hui-chung, who spent forty
years in seclusion on Mount Pai-ya deepening his practice before reluctantly
accepting the emperor’s summons to the capital. There were other monks
like him, of course—most notably Hui-yüan Šæ (334–416), who spent the
latter half of his life on Mt. Lu and who espoused the doctrine that monks
were not obliged to honor the sovereign—but the majority of the Buddhist
clergy lived in quite different circumstances. The harsh reality at the time was
that Buddhism could not have survived without the protection and support
of the government authorities. This became painfully apparent during the
persecution of Buddhism that took place from 843 to 845 under Emperor
Wu-tsung ° (r. 840–847), during which approximately 40,000 temples
were closed, 260,000 monks and nuns returned to lay life, and vast acreages
of temple land con³scated and sold. Even in more peaceful times the monks
and nuns, while freed of the duty to pay taxes and enlist in the military,
remained under the strict control of the Tang government. Even ordination
was impossible without express permission from the authorities. For secular
reasons such as these, the monastic community was compelled to recognize
the rule of the emperor and the authority of the nation. As a result, along
with the doctrines that monks were exempted from reverencing the sovereign there emerged a doctrine of the identity of the Buddhist law and the
imperial law, and, related to this, the doctrine that truth is identical with
up„ya.

BUDDHIST AND IMPERIAL LAW IN SUNG CHINA

During the Sung dynasty (960–1280) the doctrine of the identity of
Buddhist law and the imperial law came to play a more prominent role in Zen
Buddhist thought. There was a scriptural basis for this in the apocryphal Jen
wang [hu kuo] pan jo po lo mi [to]ching _÷[ç]“ø#øP[−]™,3 according to which the Buddha provides the “secret jewel” of protection for all
countries by using his prajñ„ wisdom to instruct the kings of all nations pre3
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sent and future. The Buddha Dharma, in other words, is the jewel (i.e., the
sovereign), while the imperial law is the manifestation (i.e., the subject) of
this secret jewel.
As mentioned above, in the time of the Sung dynasty these two aspects
came to stand as equals. In the Ch’an-yüan ching-kuei 7ä²y, a Sung text
published in 1103 that listed the regulations of the Zen community, one
³nds the statement, “Contempt for the imperial law and disregard for the
monastic community is of no bene³t for the operation of the temple.”
Already at this time we see a clear regulation that not even monks are to
slight the law of the land.
During the Southern Sung dynasty the system known as the “Five
Mountains and Ten Temples” came into being. In the context of this strong
social institutionalization, Sung dynasty Zen developed a new relationship
with the state. First, the temples initiated the chu-sheng h¸ rite, a ceremony
held on the ³rst and ³fteenth of every month to pray for the health and long
life of the emperor. Second, when a new head priest assumed of³ce, a special
ritual was held by the temple to pray for the peace of the nation.
Implicit in the introduction of these ceremonies was the view that the
state is indeed a manifestation of the Buddha realm and the emperor the
embodiment of the pure dharmak„ya who rules it. In other words, the
Buddhist law (religion) and the imperial law (the state) are one. Absent is the
earlier doctrine of clerical exemption from reverence for the sovereign. On
the contrary, Zen monks began at this time to comment on public ethics,
and the Buddhist Dharma came to be thought of as something one could
pursue without distancing oneself from the imperial law of the land. This shift
of direction was argued in the context of the teaching in the Vimalak‡rtinirdeša Sðtra that enlightenment (bodhi) is attained without cutting off delusion.
Zen Master Ta-hui Tsung-kao ØŠ;# (1089–1163), who counted a
number of government of³cials among his disciples, openly taught the unity
of Buddha law and imperial law. When he was thirty-seven years old the Sung
was invaded by the northern Juchen, forcing it to relocate south of the
Yangtze and establish a new capital at Lin-an. There was considerable debate
at the time over whether armed resistance was the proper course of action or
whether it was better to sue for peace. Ta-hui urged a number of the Sung
of³cials to engage in combat with the invading Juchen, even if only for the
honor of the dynasty. As it turned out, those arguing for a more conciliatory
policy won the day, and they succeeded in having Ta-hui and the of³cials
associated with him exiled to the outlying regions of Heng-chou and Meichou. Unrufµed by this unhappy turn of events, Ta-hui wrote numerous letters of encouragement to exiled of³cials, stressing the bene³ts of adverse
circumstances for practicing the Buddha Dharma.
7

HIRATA SEIKÕ

Ta-hui’s Zen stands very much in the tradition that sees the Buddhist
Dharma as sympathetic to the secular law of the nation. The nonbelligerence
of the Buddha as illustrated in the Indian sðtra on the destruction of the
Š„kya clan is nowhere to be seen. The cornerstone of this identi³cation of
Buddhist law and imperial law was the belief that the nation is a manifestation
of the Buddha realm. According to this idea of the state, the destruction of
the nation is tantamount to the destruction of the Buddha realm, which
means that resistance by the state against invasion from a neighboring country is, religiously speaking, fully justi³ed as an act of self-defense.
Views similar to those of Ta-hui were held by the Sung Zen master Wuhsüeh Tsu-yüan [¿Hâ (1226–1286),4 who journeyed to Japan in 1279 at
the invitation of the Kamakura shogunate. When the Mongol forces launched
their second invasion of Japan in 1281, the regent Hõjõ Tokimune sought
his advice. Wu-hsüeh, who had once given Tokimune a scroll inscribed with
the phrase ]x`, “Dispel all illusion,” advised armed repulsion of the attack.
Once again we see a deliberate refusal to oppose a strategy of military defense
against an invading army bent on the destruction of what was seen as the
“Buddha realm.”
Most of the twenty-four lines of Zen succession that were eventually
transmitted to Japan were from Sung China. The Rinzai lines in particular
attracted the majority of their followers from among the warrior class, a
group of people who in those unsettled times had to live constantly faced
with the possibility of death on the battle³eld. What they sought from the
Zen masters, whose practice dealt directly with the question of life and death,
was how to prepare themselves for this possibility. What Zen offered to the
warriors was a philosophy (or ethic) of life and death. The saying, “Death is
the way of the samurai—Seek it out!” aptly expresses the spirit of the
hagakure warrior. In other words, it was precisely in the law of the sovereign
that the law of the Buddha was to be found. The philosophy (or religion) of
“transcending life and death” was the samurai’s sole support in a feudal society
so severe and unforgiving that he might be called on to commit seppuku for
even a minor slip of protocol. For such persons, with death ever before their
eyes, there was no falsehood. Such was the foundation of the warrior ethic.

ZEN IN MODERN JAPAN

In the mid-nineteenth century Japan stepped out of its isolation and took its
place in the international community as a modern independent nation. What
4
Jap., Mugaku Sogen, also known as [M³‚ Bukkõ Kokushi. He was the founder of
Engaku-ji in Kamakura.
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sort of situation did it ³nd itself in at that time? This is a question that historians have examined from many different perspectives, but there is general
agreement that in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries the world
was under the sway, both politically and ideologically, of Europe and the
United States. Unless one takes this fundamental historical fact into consideration, there is no way to understand the history of modern Japan or the
policies adopted by its leaders, which were in large part shaped by the posture
of the Western powers towards the rest of the world and in particular towards
the East. The progress of the natural sciences had given the nations of the
West industrial and military strengths far beyond those of any country in Asia.
Western thought and culture also had an enormous impact on the Eastern
peoples. Even in my own youth we were educated in the writings of German
idealism, in the literature of Goethe, in the economic ideas of Marx, and in
theories of Western art and music.
From this position of strength, the Western powers gradually expanded
their inµuence in the East, particularly in China, whose vast expanse of land
and rich natural resources made it particularly attractive. The year 1852
marked the visit of Commodore Perry to Uraga and the subsequent opening
of Japan. The following decades saw a steady increase of Western control in
the East. In 1858, following the suppression of the Indian Mutiny, Great Britain
imposed direct Crown government on the Indian subcontinent. In 1863
France forced Cambodia to become a French protectorate; ten years later it
took Hanoi and acquired protector status over Vietnam as well. In 1886 all of
Burma became a British colony, and in 1887 France colonized the region of
Indochina. The Germans, meanwhile, had been expanding their inµuence in
China, where they seized Chiao-chou Bay in Shantung in 1897. The Russians
subsequently occupied Port Arthur and Dairen on the Liao-tung Peninsula
and secured from China the rights to build the eastern section of the TransSiberian Railway across Manchuria to Vladivostok. Around this time England
procured a lease on the Kowloon Peninsula opposite Hong Kong.
All of these events took place almost immediately after the Sino-Japanese
War of 1894. Set against this background, the Russo-Japanese War of
1904–1905 can be seen as a defensive strategy by Japan to halt the southward
advance of the Russian Empire. In any case, following Japan’s victory in this
conµict, a change occurred in the outlook of the Japanese people. In the
negotiated settlement that ended the war, Japan was given southern Sakhalin,
control over the Liao-tung Peninsula and the Southern Manchurian Railroad,
and protector status over the Korean Peninsula. These gains at the expense of
a large European nation brought about a swelling of national pride in Japan,
and the idea quickly took root that the country had become one of the
world’s “³rst-class nations” (sf³). In the decades ahead, these sentiments
would lend their weight to such expansionist moves as the Manchurian
9
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Incident in 1931, the establishment of Manchukuo in 1932, and the invasion
of China in 1937. This complex interaction of events on the stage of latenineteenth- and early-twentieth-century world history led to the formation of
the militarist government and ultimately to the outbreak of the Paci³c War in
1941.
In hindsight, the historical situation that faced Japan as it stepped out of
its long period of seclusion from the rest of the world may be said to have
provoked two quite different reactions in the hearts of the Japanese. On the
one hand, there was a feeling of indignation at the strategy of the Western
powers’ aimed at subjugating the countries of the East, and with it a sense
that as the leading power of Asia it was incumbent on Japan to stand up to
the colonizers. But this sense of an affront to justice is only half of the picture.
Along with it went a self-serving attempt on the part of certain Japanese political and economic leaders to jump onto the imperialist bandwagon and carve
out a piece of the Asian mainland for themselves. The inµuence of those who
espoused the cause “for peace in the East” was rechanneled to justify the
activities of those who held to this latter position, and their view gradually
came to central stage in the prewar educational philosophy of Japan.
Hard-line elements in the Imperial Army, meanwhile, pressed ahead with
the overseas military operations—the Manchurian and China incidents, for
example—that later escalated into the Paci³c War. This is not to say that
there was no domestic criticism of the trend toward militarism. One example
I am personally familiar with was an effort by members of the Kansai area
business elite to inµuence the government by enlisting the aid of my teacher,
Seki Seisetsu. In 1936, the year before the outbreak of hostilities with China,
some 1,400 troops of the Japanese army stationed in Tokyo attempted a
coup d’état (the so-called February 26th Incident). The Kansai business leaders, concerned about the rise of militarism and fearful that Japan might be cut
off from the rest of the world, contacted Seisetsu Rõshi with a request that he
write to the Minister of the Army, Terauchi Hisaichi, a frequent visitor of the
rõshi, and urge him to take what action he could to check the reactionary
elements in the of³cer corps. I know this because it was my father, Hirata
Dõzen, who carried the rõshi’s letter to Tokyo, which was still under martial
law, and delivered it to Terauchi. I can still see him on the day of his departure, tying his straw sandals for the trip to the capital.
Unfortunately, the effort bore no fruit, for whatever reason, and Japan
continued its downslide into military rule. Intimidation tactics were
employed to assure that no opposition to the military’s activities was voiced.
Untoward censure of the government soon reached the ears of the authorities
and could literally endanger the life of the critic. Viewed from the present,
the Paci³c War can only be seen as a reckless undertaking that simply
reµected the military leaders’ ignorance of the international situation. The
10
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small handful of internationally-minded intellectuals who did understand the
true state of affairs kept silent for reasons of personal safety. It was only with
the fall of Okinawa in April 1945 that the Japanese people began their slow
but rude awakening to the folly of the war effort. In an effort to bring the war
to a speedy conclusion, many military cadets sacri³ced their lives in the “special attack” kamikaze squads. The poignant letters these young men left
behind bear witness to the hopes for an early peace that spurred them on.

SECULAR FREEDOM AND DESECULARIZED FREEDOM

Having considered the way in which the Indian Buddhist ideal of nonbelligerence was transformed as Buddhism spread west to China and Japan, and
after a brief look at some of the developments in world history that led to the
Paci³c War, we are still left with the question: What positive contribution did
Zen and the Zen sect have to make at this time of world crisis? In all honesty,
I must admit that it was very meager. The Zen priesthood is made up of individuals, and as in any religion during times of war, there were among them
many who appear to have abandoned the ideals of their faith to embrace the
narrower ideals of their country. Not a few Zen priests joined hands with
State Shinto and its imperialist view of history in order to promote the war.
None of the historical arguments brought forth in their defense (for example,
the indignation at the West’s colonization of the East referred to earlier) can
justify their simple failure to speak out on the Buddhist ideal of nonbelligerence, much less their active support of the war effort. As their successors, we
have no choice but humbly to accept the criticism their actions have brought
upon Zen, and to recognize that the problem was due in part to the ignorance of international affairs among Zen monks at the time.
In the years following the Second World War, Japanese Buddhism was
sharply censured by various progressive Japanese intellectuals for its cooperation in the war effort. Zen in particular was the target of the scholar Ichikawa
Hakugen, in whose critique I ³nd much of interest. I would mention, for
instance, the distinction he draws between “desecularized freedom”
(õšuÀÆ) and “secular freedom” (›šuÀÆ).5 When Zen speaks of freedom, it is usually in the sense of desecularized freedom, as in the famous line
in the Record of Lin-chi: “Become a master of your circumstances; wherever
you stand is the right place” („Ð6ü, CÐ„O). This kind of freedom is
attained when one is able to accept life just as it is, when one is able to say,
like the Sõtõ master Ryõkan, “In times of misfortune, misfortune is ³ne.”
Such freedom persists even in the midst of suffering.
5

See IHC 3:60–99.
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But desecularized freedom is not able to bring about political or social
reform. Freedom of the type achieved through the American and French revolutions—freedom from political oppression—is what Ichikawa calls “secular
freedom.” Desecularized freedom is vertical by nature and secular freedom is
horizontal. For Ichikawa, the true freedom of Zen today lies at the point
where these vertical and horizontal planes intersect.
I am basically in agreement with Ichikawa here. In fact, he is not the ³rst
to point out that the freedom espoused by Zen—and by Buddhism as a
whole—is fundamentally nonethical (as opposed to unethical) in nature. This
was the very position taken by Sung dynasty Confucian scholars in their
attacks on Zen. As they saw it, Zen’s position that the adept’s world of satori
can be reached only through a transcendence of dualistic notions of good and
evil is one that leaves no grounds for distinguishing the socially bene³cial
from the socially harmful. Not only is it bereft of social signi³cance, it is also
incapable of providing any sort of foundation for social development. Their
Zen opponents countered by saying that ³xation on the dualistic dimension
of good and evil merely promotes delusion and cuts off all possibility of
attaining the true peace of satori.
In terms of Ichikawa’s formula, the Confucians were in effect saying that
the transcendent, vertical plane can never become the social, horizontal
plane, no matter how high or how deep it goes, while the Zen side was saying that the horizontal plane can never become the vertical plane, no matter
how far or how wide it reaches. As human beings, each of us have both of
these dimensions, and therefore there must be a point at which they intersect.
The problem, as Ichikawa realized, was how to get there.
A Zen expression sums up our everyday existence this way: “Dreams,
illusions, µowers in the sky—why dally to grasp at them?” (ZåWT, q¥eû
•¤´b¥). The everyday social and historical reality in which we live is in
essence “dreams, illusions, µowers in the sky,” a tangle of memories, delusions, and desires. Social revolutions and political positions are no exception.
When I was a lad, our teachers told us that the war going on in the Paci³c
was a “just war.” Then, when it had all ended, we were told that it had been
an “evil war.” This simplistic shift of positions was one of the things that
made me decide to become a monk. Perhaps this is one of the reasons for my
³nal misgivings with Ichikawa’s ex post facto critique of Zen’s position during
the war.
In the 1960s Ichikawa became involved in a somewhat radical movement
in Japan against the war in Vietnam.6 As the protests led to violent clashes
with authority, some from the Buddhist world questioned Ichikawa’s collab6
The movement was called the “Coalition for Peace in Vietnam” (áÐÒèrÉ¦§l, popularly abbreviated to ár¦).
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oration in the movement on the grounds that anything that provokes violence is opposed to Buddhism. Ichikawa defended himself by turning the
tables on his accusers. If they ³nd his struggles against war in the name of
peace so violent and so wrong and so anti-Buddhist, he asked, then why had
they not raised a voice in the midst of the violence of the Paci³c War? That
exchange became the catalyst for Ichikawa’s critique of “imperial Zen” and
its “moral stumble” during the war.
As I think I have made clear, I do not question the need for such criticism of Zen’s past. My problem is rather with the contradictions in
Ichikawa’s own position, particularly in its embrace of the leftist rhetoric so
much in vogue among intellectuals after the war. For example, even if one
goes along with his claim that class struggle is justi³ed in the name of social
justice, how does this claim hold up in the light of the post-cold-war revelations of gross inequalities and injustices in the former Communist bloc? How
much did humanity really gain from the revolution that he had praised so
highly, and how much did it lose? Merely to shake the dust of the old position from one’s sandals and then to invest all one’s moral energies in a new
position is not enough. Surely there is something to be learned about human
nature in all of this. And surely there is a need for a standpoint that tries to
learn it. Otherwise, what has the war taught us other than that we are right to
see that they were wrong?
The emphasis that Zen puts on the “suchness” of things in the saying
“Willows are green, µowers are red” has been challenged as powerless to
change the world. As the critic Maruyama Masao once put it, sometimes
green willows need to be made red. There is some truth in this, but it is no
longer Zen. When all is said and done, the horizontal world is always and
everywhere a samsaric, impermanent world. Only by awakening to the sense
in which the transient realm of samsara already is, just as it is, the permanent
and unchanging realm, does the world that Zen is talking about open up. In
terms of Ichikawa’s scheme, I would say that the world of Zen is not located
at the point where the horizontal and vertical dimensions of human life intersect, but at the point where both dimensions drop out of the picture. This is
what Hisamatsu Shin’ichi called “the religion of awakened existence” (·¦u
;î). From this standpoint willows are, after all, green, and µowers are, after
all, red; the form of the mountain is the pure body of the Tath„gata and all
the hills, rivers, grasses, and trees have become Buddha. Unless this sense of
absolute transcendence is clearly understood, the true signi³cance of the
Buddha’s ideal of nonbelligerence can never be clear either.
No doubt such a statement will invite the criticism that this standpoint
itself needs to be relativized, that its “transcendence” points to an essential
limitation in Zen, that so long as Zen stops at the world “just as it is,” it
effectively cuts itself off from the horizontal plane and forsakes any contribu13
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tion to the world and its history. If I may “dally to grasp at” a counterposition here, I would say that such complaints do not bother Zen. From such a
counterposition, one would have to say that Zen is not so much concerned
with deciding issues of right and wrong, of war and peace, as with understanding the self that deals with these questions and makes these decisions. As
Dõgen says, “To study the Buddha Way is to study one’s self.” This concern
pervades the history of Buddhism from the time of Š„kyamuni’s encounter
with the forces of Košala up to the present. Wherever there is a grounding in
the vertical dimension, there is Zen. And where it is absent, it does not matter if one is a hawk or dove, a paci³st or militarist—there is no Zen. In the
Rinzai tradition, this presence of the vertical dimension has been monitored
by means of the kõan, and indeed this is said to be the true meaning of the
entire kõan system.
To be sure, these very same claims can also serve as an excuse for settling
into a comfortable position impervious to all criticism. In thinking about the
relationship between the horizontal and the vertical planes, one can as easily
end up absolutizing the vertical as absolutizing their point of intersection.
When we see a Zen practicer fall into such a trap, we are reminded how
quickly one person’s nectar can become another person’s poison. I am convinced that the sectarian egoism found in all religious traditions, Zen included, stems from just this kind of “relative absolutism.” Naturally, such
egoism is not limited to religion; nationalist and ethnic egoisms are cut from
the same cloth. This is why Zen rejects the delusion that one becomes an
enlightened Buddha merely by “passing the kõans.” The Zen practicer needs
to come to the point of liberation from the kõans, to the point where Zen is
liberated from Zen and where there is no God or Buddha. This I take to be
the import of Hisamatsu’s “religion of awakened existence” at which the horizontal and vertical pass out of the picture.
It is only at this standpoint of awakened existence that true compassion
and prajñ„ wisdom appear. Stand anywhere else and prajñ„ wisdom is no
more than ordinary discriminating insight; compassion is soon converted into
a simple calculation of pro³t and loss based on ideas of what is right and what
is wrong, what the Vimalak‡rti-nirdeša Sðtra calls “the compassion of deluded thoughts and feelings.” The God-less, Buddha-less standpoint of awakened existence ³nds a voice in the words, “Willows are green, µowers are red”
and “The form of the mountain is the pure body of the Tath„gata and all the
hills, rivers, grasses, and trees have become Buddha.” It is a standpoint of
unbounded wisdom and unbounded compassion.
When Zen, the religion of awakened existence, steps out into the relative
world with its vertical and horizontal planes, it must continue to pursue the
vertical dimension expressed in kõan training. In the sense in which even
Š„kyamuni and Bodhidarma are in permanent training, the kõan system rep14
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resents the framework and essence of Zen. At the same time, this vertical
dimension must always ³nd expression in and be transferred to the horizontal dimension. It is a question of how one understands sam„dhi. Generally
sam„dhi is taken to be a state of passive acceptance of the world or one’s situation just as it is. As the term is used in Zen, however, sam„dhi has also the
sense of becoming one with change. To borrow a phrase of Nishida Kitarõ, in
sam„dhi the practicer moves from a stance of being created by the world to
one of creating the world, albeit in such a way that it neither changes nor
hides from view the reality that “Willows are green, µowers are red.” Zen
adapts itself freely to the spirit of the times. What is called “progress” on the
horizontal plane is from the Zen point of view simply change. There are no
principles in Zen to improve or develop. So long as Zen is Zen, it is in every
age completely open and unhidden. But in sam„dhi the one who practices
Zen has seriously to study the things of the world as things of the world. In
this respect, the Zen priesthood can be faulted for its ignorance of the international situation at the time of the Paci³c War. In view of the results, and in
view of the legacy passed down from Š„kyamuni, we can only bow our heads
and humbly accept our thirty blows.
[TRANSLATED BY THOMAS KIRCHNER]
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Ethical Pitfalls in Imperial Zen
and Nishida Philosophy
Ichikawa Hakugen’s Critique

Christopher I VES

W

ITH THE EXCEPTION OF Ichikawa Hakugen, virtually no Japanese
Buddhist has examined the role of Zen in Japan’s Fifteen-Year War
(1931–1945). Ichikawa argued that Zen took a submissive stance
at the time and that prominent Zen ³gures helped rationalize, glorify, or even
promote Japanese imperialism. A parallel problematic surfaces in wartime
writings of layman Nishida Kitarõ, who Ichikawa claims “stumbled” ethically no less than Zen had done.1

ICHIKAWA’S BACKGROUND

Ichikawa (1902–1986) was born into a Rinzai Zen temple family and spent
his entire career as a university student and professor at Hanazono University,
from his matriculation in 1921 to his retirement in 1973. In his telling,
Ichikawa was a shy child, naturally intimidated and repulsed by the education
he received under the imperial educational system and “terri³ed” of the state
and the supreme commander (emperor) who could order his death.2 With
this disposition he found himself increasingly against war and the rhetoric of
the kokutai (national polity).
Ichikawa’s orientation was shaped further by a “positivist” middle-school
history teacher and by reading Natsume Sõseki, Turgenev, Dostoevsky, and,
1
Ichikawa set forth his critique of Zen and Nishida primarily in 7oêÖ„` [Zen and contemporary thought] (1967), [îéuìmÒÛ [Buddhists’ responsibility for war] (1971), and
ÕûÝ¦¿Âè4u;î [Religion under Japanese fascism] (1975). In this paper all quotations of
Ichikawa are from these three works, which were republished respectively in volumes 2, 3, and 4
of his Collected Writings.
2
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later, Hugo, Tolstoy, Kropotkin, Marx, Engels, and the anarchist Õsugi
Sakae.3 Gradually, a “humanistic anger toward the evils of society and the
state”4 welled up in him, and his lifelong interest in Buddhism, socialism, and
anarchism began to crystallize.
Though his anger did not drive Ichikawa into prewar political activism,
he did publish several articles on Buddhism and socialism in the late 1920s
and early 1930s, and on several occasions he was interrogated by the Special
Higher Police Force (–¢) about certain of his writings. During the war he
did not publicly recant his socialist stance as many others did, but later he
criticized his own failure to oppose Japanese militarism more actively and
condemned his passivity as equivalent to recantation (%T).
Through such reµection on his prewar and wartime stance, Ichikawa
became more involved in politics, serving on the Kyoto Board of Education
in the 1950s and participating in various organizations and movements to
address human rights issues in Japan, the security treaty with the United
States, and the Vietnam War. In his scholarship Ichikawa examined Buddhist
war responsibility, with particular attention to nationalist Zen ³gures located
at the recent end of a fairly continuous history—since the Kamakura period—
of close collaboration between Zen institutions and those in political power.

NATIONALIST ZEN

This nationalist trend in modern Zen circles is evident around the time of the
Sino-Japanese War (1894–1895), when Suzuki Teitarõ (later known in the
West as D. T. Suzuki) wrote:
There is a violent country [China], and insofar as it obstructs our commerce and infringes upon our rights, it directly interrupts the progress of
all humankind. In the name of religion, our country refuses to submit
itself to this. For this reason, unavoidably we have taken up arms. For
the sake of justice and justice alone, we are simply chastising the country
that represents injustice, and there is nothing else we seek. This is a religious action.5
Zen nationalism found further expression during the Russo-Japanese War
(1904–1905) in statements by Shaku Sõen and others, and it attained its
most virulent form—what Ichikawa termed “Imperial Way Zen”—during the
Fifteen-Year War. In 1934, for example, Iida Tõin declared:
3

IHC 3:18.
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In G;îÇ [A new treatise on religion], quoted in IHC 4:36.
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Since the distant age of the gods, our country has come into existence
equipped naturally with the Great Way of sovereign and subject. The
dyad of sovereign and subject is the intrinsic nature of our country, and
being unchanging, this nature constitutes righteousness…. It opens no
crack for rationally asking “why” to enter.6
Continuing along these essentialist lines, Iida later asked,
If the state were to perish, what would protect the Buddha-Dharma? If
the Buddha-Dharma were to perish, upon what would the state be established?…There is no Buddha-Dharma apart from loyalty…. In all corners of the world there is no place where the Imperial Favor does not
operate. The voices of pines and bamboo echo “Long may it live!” (banzai). The Imperial wind and the Buddha’s sun are nondual.7
With this attitude toward the state and the imperial system, Iida celebrated
Zen connections to militarism in the 1930s: “We should be cognizant of how
much power Zen gave to the Way of the Warrior. It is truly a cause for rejoicing that the Zen sect has recently become popular among military men. No
matter how much we do zazen, if it is not of service in the present events,
then it would be better not to do it.”8
Iida was not alone in urging his compatriots to make Zen “of service” in
the “present events” constituting what many Buddhists called a “holy war”
(¸ì). Yamazaki Ekishð exclaimed, “In Great Zen Samadhi we become united
with the emperor. In each of our actions we live, moment to moment, with
the greatest respect [for the emperor]. When we personify [this spirit] in our
daily lives, we become masters of every situation in accordance with our
sacri³cial duty. This is living Zen.”9 Hata Eshõ celebrated the attack on Pearl
Harbor:
December 8th is the holy day on which Š„kyamuni realized the Way, and
[for this reason] it has been a day for commemorating the liberation of
humankind. It is exceedingly wonderful that in 1941 we were able to
6

š,ÖŒ Iida Tõin, Z7GÆ [Random comments on the practice of Zen] (1934), quoted in
IHC 2:30. Iida Tõin (1863–1937) was a prominent Sõtõ ³gure who founded the Shõrinkutsudõjõ in 1931.
7

Iida, ÜH³BØ−Æ [Zen talks on the Kaiankokugo] (1944), quoted in IHC 4:35.

8

Iida, Random Comments, 262; quoted in IHC 2:159. The translation of this quote is adapted
from Daizen Brian Victoria’s rendering in “Japanese Corporate Zen,” Bulletin of Concerned
Asian Scholars, 12/1 (1980): 64.
9
[2ÊC Yamazaki Ekishð, ëîuöÛo7 [The promotion of enmity and its relation to
Zen], quoted in IHC 4:46. This translation is an adaptation of Victoria’s in “Japanese Corporate
Zen,” 64. Yamazaki Ekishð (1882–1961) served as head priest of Buttsð-ji and head abbot of
the consolidated Rinzai Zen sect around the end of the war (1945–1946).
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make this very day also into a holy day for eternally commemorating the
reconstruction of the world. On this day was handed down to us the
Great Imperial Edict declaring war aimed at punishing the arrogant
United States and England, and news of the destruction of American forward bases in Hawaii spread quickly throughout the world. We gained a
real taste of good fortune, and we must offer thanks—to the four groups
of superiors to whom we are indebted—for being able to applaud the
freshness of victory in name and reality.10
Lest Ichikawa be accused of selectively lifting unrepresentative imperialist
statements out of context to construct a straw man named “Imperial Way
Zen,” a perusal of wartime issues of Zengaku-kenkyð, Daijõzen, Daihõrin,
and other Buddhist journals soon reveals that Zen statements such as these
were neither rare nor exceptional.
To account for these statements and overall Zen support of Japanese
imperialism and militarism, Ichikawa critiqued philosophical, institutional,
and historical dimensions of Zen.11 In his reading, “Zen” emerged at a
tumultuous time in Chinese history and, like philosophical Taoism, directed
itself toward ³nding security in the midst of social unrest. As expressed by
such Taoist notions as “Because it does not contend, it is never at fault”12
and the “usefulness of the useless,” a prominent religious orientation in East
Asia has been to give up resistance to, and then accept and accord with, the
actuality around oneself. To promote this “accord with the principles of
things as a kind of naturalism,”13 one restrains from judgmental discrimination and thereby removes oneself from the psychological basis of preferences,
struggle, and resulting anguish. Summarizing this Taoistic approach, through
which one is said to achieve a kind of harmony with nature and other people,
Ichikawa wrote, “If one discards discrimination between af³rmation and
negation and accords with nature, one can secure one’s life.”14
Ch’an and Zen developed this way of “stabilizing the mind and securing
one’s life” (HCf)15 in the face of social chaos. In their approach, as
Ichikawa portrayed it,16 “By becoming one (¨™×š) with actuality, a person
10

In the journal Dõgen; quoted in IHC 4:15.

11

For the sake of focus, this paper will consider only his treatment of the philosophical
dimension.
12

Adapted from D. C. Lau, tr., Tao Te Ching (Middlesex, England: Penguin, 1976), 64.

13

IHC 2:13.

14

IHC 2:13.

15

Cf. Dõgen’s ½rbÆ [The Public Record of Eihei], quoted in IHC 2:9.

16

Assessment of the historical and philosophical accuracy of Ichikawa’s characterization of
Taoism and Ch’an/Zen will have to wait for another occasion.
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transcends actuality,”17 in that by relinquishing ego-centeredness and
“becoming one” with the situation at hand a person can discover freedom in
necessity (×5“ÀÆ). The Record of Lin-chi conveys this method of ³nding
freedom beyond the dichotomy of relative freedom and necessity with the
statements, “Make yourself master of every situation, and wherever you stand
is the true [place]”; and “The mind turns in accordance with myriad circumstances, and this turning, in truth, is most profound.”18 In Dõgen’s words,
“To learn the self is to forget the self; to forget the self is to be con³rmed by
all things….”19 And as Shidõ Bunan (1603–1676) advised, “While living
become like a dead person, then do as you wish.” In this liberated freedom,
according to D. T. Suzuki, “Zen does not af³rm or negate temporal actuality. Actuality has historicity, with which the ultimacy of Zen has no dealings.”20
Though perhaps existentially liberating for individual Buddhists, this
approach to actuality has caused Zen to µounder ethically in socio-political
actualities with which it has “become one,” especially in the 1930s and early
1940s. For example, reµecting on what might be entailed in the notions of becoming master of one’s situation and according with circumstances, Ichikawa
problematized the “situation” of which Zen has made people master:
Is it the situation in which one is placed or participates? Is it a matter of
attaining freedom in the sense of becoming master of one’s situation by
changing in accordance with it? Are we to take the personal initiative to
act above and beyond what we are commanded to do, as in “unquestioning compliance with the emperor’s directives,” rather than resisting
or grudgingly obeying “supreme command(s) in the holy war”? In other
words, is becoming master of one’s situation a matter of living as a faithful and pliant organization man who through self-discipline admonishes
himself against civil disobedience?21
To Ichikawa, the situations in which Zen has become “master” are the realms
of warriors, the military, the anti-communist right-wing, and the industrial
sector.22 Along these lines he concluded that what Zen offers is a stance of
accommodation:
17

IHC 2:129.
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Adapted from Ruth Fuller Sasaki, tr., The Record of Lin-chi (Kyoto: Institute for Zen
Studies, 1975), 17 and 27.
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As indicated in the line [in the Record of Lin-chi], “The mind turns in
accordance with the myriad circumstances,” one creates a way of living
that adapts daily to the new historical state of affairs; in the age of the
Imperial Way one conducts oneself imperialistically, and in an age of
democracy one conducts oneself democratically. Because one does not
dwell in any one place, one lives in accordance with all places.23
Coupled with the historical cooperation between Zen and those in power
(the “state”), this existential orientation opened the door fully for Zen to
support modern Japanese imperialism, which is precisely what the tradition
did.
Ichikawa suggested that to “become master of one’s situation” could
have meant to criticize the war publicly, but almost all Zen ³gures chose to
be “masters” of a different sort. To quote Iida Tõin once again, “If one
becomes master of every situation, the place where the mind turns is truly
profound. Mountains are mountains; the sovereign is the sovereign; waters
are waters; subjects are subjects. The great imperial nation of Japan—banzai,
banzai!”24 Cognizant of the posture of wartime Zen, Hisamatsu Shin’ichi
wrote, as quoted by Ichikawa, “Zen often speaks of ‘becoming master of
every situation,’ but during the war did this not become a situation in which
Zen became opportunistic and, rather than becoming a master (ü) of circumstances, tended to have its mind snatched by circumstances and thus
became a guest (ª) of those circumstances?”25
To Ichikawa, the ethical stumbling of Zen “masters” also derives from
the harmony extolled in much of the discourse about Zen and Japanese culture. Possessing the contemplative wisdom advocated by Zen, “One tends to
engage in a way of living that does not ³ght the pre-existing actuality pressing upon oneself but, on the contrary, accommodates it.”26 Living like the
water that takes the shape of whatever vessel into which it is poured, Zen
Buddhists run the risk of succumbing to a kind of µexible, shifting submission that lacks the consistency of principles, convictions, and actions necessary
for a critical social ethic.27 More speci³cally, ideals of harmony, nonresistance,
and tolerance found an expression in the twentieth century that at the very
least stood in stark tension with Buddhist rhetoric of compassion, of applying
“skillful means” to liberate all sentient beings:
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IHC 3:120.
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áÁü¿Š [The way of absolute subjectivity] (Tokyo: Kõbundõ Shobõ, 1948), 144–5;
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With what has modern Japanese Buddhism harmonized itself? With
State Shinto. With state power and authority. With militarism.
Accordingly, with war.
To what has modern Japanese Buddhism been nonresistant? To
State Shinto. To state power and authority. To militarism. To wars of
invasion.
Of what has modern Japanese Buddhism been tolerant? Of those
with whom it harmonizes. Of its own responsibility for the war.28
Representatives of the Zen tradition have also applauded how the spiritual state of an awakened Zen Buddhist is like a mirror, reµecting what comes
before it without discrimination, beyond duality, in an absolute objectivity
that does not ask “why?” or wrestle with issues of good and evil. This is often
offered to the “West” as a way to overcome the intolerance and conµict criticized by Zen ³gures as destructive rami³cations of dualistic thinking.
Ichikawa argues, however, that if such criticism had instead “been directed
early on at the intolerance and combative nature of State Shinto and Imperial
Way Buddhism, it might have been in time [to stop what happened].”29 It
might have also precluded the court testimony given by Colonel Aizawa
Saburõ when he was being tried for murdering General Nagata Tetsuzan in
1935: “I was in an absolute sphere, so there was neither af³rmation nor negation, neither good nor evil.”30 (Of course, given what Suzuki claimed about
Zen ultimacy having no dealings with actuality, perhaps nothing in Aizawa’s
actions or explanation runs contrary to “Zen.”)

ICHIKAWA’S CRITIQUE OF NISHIDA PHILOSOPHY

Parallel to his critique of Zen, Ichikawa also raised questions about the
wartime writings of “Kyoto-school philosophy” founder Nishida Kitarõ
(1870–1945), especially The Problem of Japanese Culture (Õûk5u“Û,
1938), The Problem of the Raison d’état (³B7Æu“Û, 1941), and The
National Polity (³¿, 1944). In these essays late in his career, Nishida applied
his philosophical framework to the Japanese imperial system. For example, in
a discussion of history he maintained:
The meaning of the formation of the historical world lies in the fact that
the creation of heaven and earth is none other than the founding of the
nation. For this reason, there is an unbroken lineage through the ages
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that is coeval with heaven and earth…. This is why there emerged the
belief that Japan is a divine nation. In imperial edicts we can hear the
voice of [the main] kami through a kami manifest in human form.31
Into this divine history Nishida inserted the role of the imperial subject:
Active intuition is to accord faithfully with the facts of national history
that have developed with the myth of the formation of the Japanese
nation as their point of origin and main axis, to empty the self and return
to oneness with the emperor as the center of the absolute present; it is to
act in terms of the national polity as an individual in the historical world,
in the manner of “all [is] from the imperial household [and returns] to
the imperial household.”32
This household is the all-encompassing locus of (Nishida’s) Japanese existence, for “The imperial household is the absolute present that includes past
and future, and we are born in it, work in it, and die in it.”33 This center
entails debt and concomitant political duty:
Our lives are our lives yet are not ours…. Though we may have a meal or
a set of clothes, it is not our own…. In our personal lives as well we must
not forget the thought of returning to oneness with the emperor and
serving the state.34
One’s ability to serve the state in this way, Nishida argued, has a religious
basis, expressed by him in the kind of Zen terms discussed above:
Religiously awakened people can become “master of every situation” as
the self-determination of the absolute present. In all respects these people are active. For each, “the place in which one stands is truth”… From
a true religious awakening one can submit to the state.35
31
NKZ 12:409–10; quoted in IHC 3:195. I thank Professor Yusa Michiko for helping me
locate this essay.
32

NKZ 12:409–10; quoted in IHC 4:13–14.
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Quoted in IHC 3:194.
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NKZ 7:443; quoted in IHC 3:195.
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NKZ 11:144; quoted in IHC 3:195. The glori³cation of submitting to the state appeared
in other essays. At one point, for example, Nishida wrote, “Our selves must be national in the
sense of always being historical and formative as individuals of the world of the absolute present.
True obedience to the nation should be derived from the standpoint of true religious self-awareness. Mere seeking one’s own peace of mind is sel³sh.” Nishida Kitarõ, “Towards a Philosophy
of Religion with the Concept of Pre-established Harmony as a Guide,” tr. David A. Dilworth,
The Eastern Buddhist 3/1 (1970): 45; originally published in 1944 and reprinted in NKZ
11:114–46. Cited by Robert Sharf, “The Zen of Japanese Nationalism,” History of Religions
33/1 (August 1993): 24.
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Nishida thus attributed to Japan a divine history, conceived of the imperial household as the “absolute present” central to that history, and took
Japanese existence to be derived from the imperial system and oriented
toward selµessly serving it. In Nishida’s imperialist statements, made at a time
when Japan was engaged in a war based ideologically on the very institutional
structures (imperial household, divine nation, imperial edicts), historical
claims (imperial lineage, national history), and behaviors (emptying the self,
becoming one with the emperor, submitting to the state) that Nishida
extolled, Ichikawa discerned philosophical issues similar to what he criticized
in Zen.
Parallel to the Zen idea of “becoming one” with what one experiences,
in the opening sentence of An Inquiry into the Good Nishida wrote: “To
experience means to know facts just as they are, to know in accordance with
facts by completely relinquishing one’s own fabrications.”36 In the course of
his writings Nishida’s thought developed from this “pure experience” of
“facts just as they are” and eventually arrived at consideration of the “historical world.” Through this development he attempted to provide a logic and
an ontological ground for the initial epistemology of “pure experience” and
thereby rid his standpoint of what he called “psychologism.” In this process
he formulated such notions as the “logic of place,” and at times he wrote in
a Kegon Buddhist vein about the importance of “See[ing] the universal principle in the particular thing” (ªu_r7¤Øš), with the universal and the
particular existing in an “absolutely contradictory self-identity” or in terms of
what his friend D. T. Suzuki termed the “logic of soku-hi (“À).” Summarizing Nishida’s standpoint, Ichikawa wrote that
actuality, formed in terms of absolutely contradictory self-identity, is the
absolute…. The absolutely contradictory self-identity is the formula of
the self-expression of the absolute. Logic is not the subjective formula of
our thought but the formula of the self-formation of the world. It is not
that we think about the world from the self, for we must think about the
self from the world. This is “absolute objectivism,” in which “the ten
thousand things advance and con³rm the self.” The philosophy that
began from “facts just as they are” has arrived at the historical world in
which actuality, just as it is, is the absolute (ê×“áÁ).37
From Ichikawa’s perspective, this standpoint presents problems when
applied to the socio-political realm, as Nishida did when he meshed it with
the Japanese imperial system. First, “In ‘fact-ism’ (ª×ü–) or ‘actuality-ism’
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(ê×ü–) as the viewpoint of seeing the universal principle in the particular
thing, one can discern the nondual structure of ‘ought’ and ‘is’. This ‘nondual’ viewpoint, like the viewpoint of [Suzuki’s] soku, is a contemplative
viewpoint.”38 In other words, “This is a matter of seeing the principle at the
base of actuality, not of changing the material structure of actuality,”39 and
with such contemplative passivity this approach generally accepts actuality
and hence makes no distinction between “is” and “ought” and provides no
impetus for social criticism or transformative activism.
Second, in seeing the absolute present and the imperial household as one
and locating the universal principle (7) in the particular thing (ª) called the
imperial household, Nishida helped provide a philosophical foundation for
the “holy war” being waged in the name of the emperor.40 This paralleled
the tendency of traditional Zen to accept and even glorify its political actuality, whether the Kamakura warrior government or the modern imperialist
state.
Third, from the standpoint of what Ichikawa called “actuality-ism,”
Nishida claimed, “The content of our will(s) is given only by the selfdetermination of history in actuality.”41 Ichikawa judged this and other facets
of Nishida’s philosophy as undermining critical ethical freedom, which is
based on autonomy and principles that are not shaped “only” by the circumstances of present actuality, and hence diverges in character from the water
that assumes the shape of any vessel into which it is poured. Indeed, the
forms the “self-determination of history” took soon after Nishida made his
claim about our wills (1934) and prior to his essays on the Japanese state
included escalation of the war with China (from 1937), the “national spiritual mobilization” of the Japanese (³W·Pr{‚, 1937), and such Ministry of
Education texts as Fundamentals of the National Polity (³¿uû–, 1937).
Ichikawa even declared that Nishida himself was “given content” by his historical actuality: “Both Nishida’s samurai-style elitism, which was formed in
the environment of old families from Japan Sea coastal areas, inclusive of the
declining warrior class and bankrupt landowners, and his sensibility, which
was formed by life and education under the authoritarianism of the imperial
system, determined the historical body called Layman Sunshin [Nishida].”42
With this socio-historical conditioning, Nishida wrote in his diary about the
imperial family, the peerage, senior statesmen, and schoolfellows, but made
38
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virtually no reference to the daily life of ordinary people or such central political topics of his time as rice riots, elections, debates about “democracy,” the
formation of socialist and anarchist political parties, antiwar movements, and
the Public Order Preservation Law.43
Ichikawa called attention to ethical pitfalls not only in Nishida’s “actuality-ism” but also in his logic of place and the notion of “absolutely contradictory self-identity” (as well as in Suzuki’s logic of soku-hi). Among other
things, “absolutely contradictory self-identity” conveys the religious notion
that by entering directly into existential insecurity one is liberated from it,
such that suffering is liberation even while it remains suffering.
Philosophically it expresses the relation between the one and the many, the
universal principle and the particular thing. Problems emerge, however, in
the socio-political application of this logic. To Ichikawa,
the logic of soku-hi, that is, the logic of the absolutely contradictory selfidentity in which non-freedom, just as it is, is freedom, in which [according to some] ‘to become servant of every situation’ (to sacri³ce the self
and serve the public in the holy war) is to ‘become master of every situation’ (as in Mah„y„na Zen), played the social and political role [of promoting the imperial system].44
This is a logic of harmony:
In the place of absolute nothingness, existence and nonexistence, value
and anti-value, rationality and irrationality, are identical. More than a
logic of confrontation and rejection, this is a logic of magnanimity and
harmony. This is [a function of] the non-conµictuality and tolerance of
place (õ‹).45
Further, at the social level the logics of place and soku-hi hold for all societies
and all actualities, just as the sum of the three inner angles of a triangle is
always 180 degrees,46 and hence in and of themselves they provide no basis
for critical evaluation of societies or for praxis aimed at transforming a society
from what it “is” to what it might or “ought” to be.
With this overall character, Nishida’s standpoint offers little philosophical
support for critical, autonomous responsibility. Insofar as the will gets its content and “truth” from actuality and “each action is the self-determination of
the absolute present such that ‘every place one stands is truth’ [Record of Linchi], there emerges no responsibility that can be taken and no thing to take
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responsibility.”47 Of course, this issue goes beyond Nishida, for to the extent
Japanese were faithful subjects submitting to imperial decrees during the
“holy war,” the sense of personal responsibility for the war has been weak.48
More often than not, Ichikawa claimed, the only responsibility many
Japanese Buddhists felt immediately after the war was toward the emperor
for their allowing the nation to be defeated. In the ³nal analysis,
from the standpoint of absolute objectivism, that is, the “fact-ism” of
“seeing the principle in the particular thing,” while Nishida in one
respect negated the fact of the “Greater East Asia Holy War,” he ultimately af³rmed it and treated it in terms of the logic of “from the imperial household to the imperial household.”49
Simply put, Nishida’s wartime essays served to provide a philosophical basis
for the state, the national polity, and the “holy war,” and in this way helped
“dispel the doubts of students bound for the front and provide a foundation
for resignation to death.”50 (Although in many passages Nishida did not specify whether the state and national polity about which he was writing was the
actual Japanese state or an ideal state, he at one point wrote that “national
polity” was found only in Japan.51)
For Ichikawa, one of the central problems in the approach of Nishida
and Suzuki is the lack of a critical modern self. About Nishida he asserted,
The doubt and negation that constitute the methodology of philosophy
were directed completely inwards, toward the self, and because of this
the moment for the maturation of the modern self, which is the subject
of the modern critical spirit, was obliterated. As a result of this prior
obliteration of the modern self—which could have been expected to
doubt, criticize, and resist the absolutism of the imperial system—the
central ideology of the Imperial Way settled into an a priori position relative to the pure experience underlying the individual self [Nishida], and
thus from the start it conditioned that pure experience.52
He added:
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Nishida’s emperor worship and authoritarian moral consciousness did
not die the Great Death and burn to ashes. One cannot speak of having
a cosmopolitan nature when lifting up the Imperial Way. Rather, contrariwise, the Imperial Way was internalized and absolutized through the
death of modern intellectuality, took on religious authority, and controlled the private lives of individuals…. To speak of the Imperial Way
having a cosmopolitan nature is like speaking of a round triangle….53
As conceptualized by Ichikawa, this “modern self” that these Zeninµuenced thinkers lacked has the ability to criticize.54 Though certain Zen
³gures might condemn this “self” as the locus of attachment, Ichikawa
argued that democratic freedom and fundamental human rights were secured
through struggles that lasted many years and were sustained through attachment to self and attachment to things.55 And in one work Ichikawa pondered
how absolute, religious freedom, if it had been developed into a critical ethic
at the time of the “clari³cation of the national polity” (³¿g‚), “support
for the Imperial Way” (yŠöh), and the “holy war” might “in the face of
the rampancy of parochial, arrogant State Shinto, have dealt it a painful blow
of the staff.”56 Whatever the reason, Zen “failed to become like a dead person
while alive and, in response to imperial-system fascism, failed to ‘refute false
doctrines and bring out the truth’ (&îß±).”57
More broadly, in summarizing factors that led prominent Zen ³gures,
Nishida, and Buddhists in general to exhibit passive conformity to or even
active support of Japanese imperialism, Ichikawa exclaimed:
In the context of the anti-communist and anti-peace stance seen in the
romantically emotional cluster of such concepts as absolute nothingness,
[unique] historical actuality, no-self, the identity of contradiction, and
“destroying the self to serve the public,” many Japanese spread the pollution of their no-self philosophy and extended holy-war egoism
throughout Asia.58
On a personal note, Ichikawa outlined how this Zeitgeist affected him:
Lying deep in my consciousness was the true thought (áç) that seeing
facts “just as they are,” accepting actuality “just as it is,” and according
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with the laws of facts and actuality—that is to say, making into one’s subjectivity the wisdom that discerns in actuality that necessity is, just as it is,
freedom—constituted the path to peace of mind in which one “sees the
universal principle in the particular thing.” And when I stood in the face
of the actuality called the national polity, this thought became a trans-ego
foundation for my submissive conformity to the power of that actuality.59
Ichikawa’s critique of Japanese imperialism is not limited to the above
points about Zen and Nishida. Though beyond the scope of this paper, he
also attributed the wartime stumbling of Japanese to such factors as the historical interdependency between Japanese Buddhism and those in political
power (the “state”); passive interpretations of the doctrine of karma; the lack
of notions of justice and human rights in Buddhism, partially owing to the
doctrine of no-self; the philosophy of debt (0); Japanese views of the
“home” at the level of family and nation and their connection to ancestor
worship; and the spirituality of aging and tranquility, which contributes to
uncritical passivity in the social arena.

FURTHER ISSUES IN NISHIDA PHILOSOPHY

This paper has outlined Ichikawa’s critique of the relationship Zen and
Nishida had to Japanese imperialism. Stepping back from and examining this
critique, one might argue that we should let bygones be bygones, that the
Fifteen-Year War is in the past and should be left there. Given the apparent
reluctance of the Zen tradition to look squarely at the issue of war responsibility, however, the possibility of its being “doomed to repeat” past mistakes
is not insigni³cant. And even if one argues that in fact Japanese Zen
Buddhists have reµected on and learned from past mistakes, we are still left
with the fact that they have rarely spoken publicly about postwar issues
related to those of the 1930s and 1940s, such as the Yasukuni Shrine, attacks
by rightists, and the human rights problems faced by resident Koreans,
burakumin, and others. One might contend that this is not the proper
domain of Zen, but, as sketched earlier in this essay, prominent Zen ³gures
did take clear political stances earlier in this century and historically Zen has
never remained in any unpolitical or apolitical domain. The question, then, is
that of how Zen Buddhists will function—inevitably and unavoidably—as
political players in history.
Perhaps most challenged by Ichikawa’s critique are Zen formulations of
compassion. Representatives of the tradition often claim that awakening
(satori) is necessarily accompanied by wisdom and compassion. Assuming
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that support for Japanese imperialism reµects a certain de³ciency of the kind
of wisdom and compassion Mah„y„na Buddhism advocates, we are left with a
dilemma: either Suzuki and the more orthodox Zen ³gures examined here
had not attained awakening (and hence lacked wisdom and compassion), or
they were awakened and the rhetoric of accompanying wisdom and compassion is just that—rhetoric. (One way around this dilemma is to restrict wisdom and compassion to a narrow religious de³nition and argue that they do
not connote anything ethical, but in their discourse Suzuki and others do
portray them as having ethical signi³cance as well.)
Furthermore, given the rather belligerent support for Japanese imperialism shown by persons who functioned as rõshi in orthodox monastic Zen and
its lineages (unlike Suzuki and Nishida), perhaps Zen should advocate not
only killing the buddhas and patriarchs but also turning the sword against
one or the other of two sacred cows of Zen: either the notion that awakening
is necessarily accompanied by wisdom and compassion; or the notion that lineages include only awakened rõshi, who serve as enlightened links in chains of
“mind-to-mind transmission” stretching back to the purported founder of
the tradition (Bodhidharma) and even to the historical Buddha.60 That is to
say, if one wants to maintain the central claim that all Zen ³gures with the
title of rõshi in an orthodox lineage are awakened, one appears compelled to
sacri³ce the other central claim that awakening is necessarily accompanied by
wisdom and compassion (which the ostensibly awakened Zen rõshi quoted
above appeared to lack). Conversely, if one wants to maintain the central
claim that awakening does indeed come equipped with wisdom and compassion, one appears compelled to conclude that those imperialistic Zen rõshi
were not awakened and hence also compelled to sacri³ce the claim that all
rõshi are awakened.
In short, assuming for the sake of argument that there is such a distinct
experience or way of experiencing as awakening, we must conclude either
that Zen awakening, though existentially liberating, lacks any fundamental or
inherent connection to the realm of ethics, or that there have been rõshi who
have not realized awakening (despite the usual connotation of their title, or
their having received certi³cation (|=ãg) or “Dharma-transmission” in a
lineage).
Next, any attempt to assess involvement by Nishida in Japanese “nationalism”61 runs up against several barriers. The ³rst concerns intention: what
60
Conceptualized in this way, Zen lineages, with their systems of certi³cation and succession,
serve as the de facto touchstone for “orthodoxy” and the locus of organization and control in
the tradition.
61
For the sake of convenience, I use the term nationalism broadly without attempting to
make ³ne distinctions between kokka-shugi, minzoku-shugi, and other Japanese expressions that
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was Nishida attempting to accomplish through his wartime writings, lectures,
and activities, and, more narrowly, what meaning did he ascribe to speci³c
statements and actions? Given the inherent dif³culty of reconstructing retrospectively the intention behind statements made over ³fty years ago (not to mention the issues of whether authors and actors have intention or motivation
that is unambiguously clear to themselves and whether self-representations
are accurate or honest), the more manageable question is one of de³nition:
what was the apparent connotation (and denotation) of the terms Nishida
employed?
As sketched by Ichikawa, in his later writings on history Nishida marshalled arguments held together by the very terminological warp around
which ultranationalists wove their ideology: national polity, imperial household, divine nation, “all the world under one roof,” and so forth. Some have
claimed that Nishida’s de³nitions of these terms differed from those ascribed
by ultranationalists, and that even though Nishida’s writings appear to
advance arguments nearly indistinguishable from nationalistic propaganda, he
participated in the Shinto-based lexicon if not overall discursive space of
imperialist and militarist ideologues in order to steer his nation toward the
kind of historical creation and co-prosperity sphere he envisioned. At the very
least we are left with the need to examine closely the arguments of speci³c
texts while considering their intertextuality (vis-à-vis other works by Nishida
and related texts) and their social, political, economic, and historical contexts.62 Through such careful analysis of Kyoto school wartime texts in all of
their complexity and ambiguity we can steer a middle way between the Scylla
of obfuscatory apologetics and the Charybdis of accusatory polemics.
A further issue crops up, however, when we shift from texts to their
reception. Even if we could somehow reconstruct Nishida’s intention and pin
down the “exact meaning” of speci³c terms or texts as a whole, this methodology does not take into account possible effects his discourse had on students, colleagues, general readers, and those in power. Allowing for a
distinction between connotative and performative dimensions of texts, and
granting that words and texts take on a life of their own (or are adopted into
countless interpretative homes) once introduced to an audience of readers,
we can consider the possibility that Nishida’s discourse had an impact divergent from what he intended. Speci³cally, his decision to adopt the Shinto terminology brandished by ultranationalists may have actually served to
have been rendered nationalism in English. Other papers in this volume offer analyses of these
expressions.
62
In this regard, Yusa Michiko’s methodology of comparing Nishida’s “On Scholarly
Methods” with Fundamental Principles of the National Polity proves useful as one part of the
exegesis necessary for assessing Kyoto-school wartime texts as fairly and accurately as possible.
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promote their—not his—overall objectives, in that readers swayed by what
he wrote (or awed by his status) and unable to differentiate it from other formulations of the imperial system or Japan’s historical role came to be more
receptive to those other formulations.
Granting these hermeneutical considerations, analysis of Nishida’s formal writings and letters provides evidence supportive of the argument that
he was trying to steer his country away from destructive imperialism and
hence was not a nationalist in any narrow or belligerent sense. In letters
Nishida clearly expressed worries about developments in Japan at that time;63
he was a consistent advocate of academic freedom;64 in his wartime writings
he occasionally rejected what he termed “invasionism” and imperialist egoism; he was criticized by the army and such rightists as Minoda Muneki for
the Western elements in his philosophy, even though—and in part because—
he and his Kyoto school colleagues had close connections to Prime Minister
Konoe Fumimaro and the navy.
Even acknowledging this evidence and the impossibility of pinning down
the actual effects his writings had on his audience, we are still confronted by
numerous issues in Nishida’s philosophical system, several of which were
raised by Ichikawa in his critique. These issues include:
1. a tendency to identify the “is” with the “ought,” the particular “fact”
with the universal “principle,” and the actual with the absolute;
2. an articulation of the state as the source and embodiment of moral
value;
3. an af³rmation of the myth of Japanese origins and the accompanying
pseudo-history of an unbroken lineage of emperors descended from
cosmogonic kami;
4. an advocacy of submission to the state and fusion with the emperor;
5. a dearth of economic analysis;
6. a bias toward harmony and unity; and
7. an espousal of Japan’s taking the lead in Asia at a time when Japan was
“taking the lead” through military aggression and colonial rule.
First, Ichikawa’s characterization of Nishida’s system, as a kind of “actuality-ism” that obfuscates distinctions between what is and what ought to be,
seems valid. Similar to statements Ichikawa brought to the fore, in “The
National Polity” Nishida explicitly negated reµection in terms of the ought:
63
See M. Yusa, “Nishida and the Question of Japanese Nationalism,” Monumenta Nipponica
46/2 (Summer 1991): 203–9.
64
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Our self is not found in the place where one follows the ought of abstract
reason. Human beings are not machines of logic. Nor does mere arbitrariness constitute the self…. Our self is born in terms of a historical body.
Without the subject of the ethnic nation (WŸ) there is no historical formation…. The ethnic nation forms the historical world through the mediation of our selves as the self-formative power of the historical world.65
In this same essay Nishida also wrote, “The zenith of Japanese spirit is in
‘actuality just as it is, is the absolute’.”66
Further, as discussed before, Ichikawa reproached Nishida for contending that the imperial household is the absolute present and the fundamental
principle upon which Japanese culture and the Japanese state were based.
This component of Ichikawa’s critique corresponds to points made by other
Japanese scholars. Furuta Hikaru argues that
the philosophy of Nishida and the Kyoto school takes a standpoint in
which the truly “subjective” way of being relative to actuality is to discover what ought to exist (the ought) within what is actual (the is) in the
state and war and, through uninterrupted practice, to maintain the unity
of this is and ought. This philosophy was welcomed by the intelligentsia
at that time, who were in anguish over the gap between the “actuality”
of the state’s war and the philosophy of the “self,” for the one thing able
to bridge that gap was that philosophy’s logic of “the ought, just as it is,
is the is; the is, just as it is, is the ought.” But insofar as this logic found in
the “imperial way” (the political principles of the imperial system) a fundamental principle that could support historical unfolding in terms of
“the is, just as it is, is the ought” and operated on the basis of this great
presupposition, it gave precedence not to a functioning in which the is
was controlled by the ought but a functioning in which the is was justi³ed
by the ought.67
In conjunction with this facet of his thought, Nishida also argued that
the state supplies morality and consequently takes on a religious coloring:
The state is the power that creates value. The true state must, as the subject of historical formation, be the creator of value…. What is called
65

NKZ 12:398.
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NKZ 12:411.

ò, M Furuta Hikaru, Y2æìm4u„`oò¿ [Thought and philosophy of the ³fteenyear war], in Furuta Hikaru, 6,}s Sakuta Keiichi and ´Ç’X Ikimatsu Keizõ, eds.,
CÖÕûçl„`t [The history of modern Japanese social thought], vol. 2 (Tokyo: Yðhikaku,
1971), 278.
67
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national value is creative value. For this reason it is true moral value. In
the background the state possesses something religious.68
And again:
…in the history of our nation, which as the self-determination of the
absolute present forms history, for the ³rst time was realized the national
polity in which the state, just as it is, is morality (³B“Š”).69
In conjunction with this articulation of the state in moral terms, Nishida
appeared to accept as literally true the divine history—unfolding around an
unbroken imperial lineage since the founding of the nation by Jinmu—
revered by ultranationalists, even though in passages he used the word
“myth” (albeit seemingly in the technical sense of cosmogonic stories about
the kami). One question demanding an answer here is whether Nishida,
whom many have deemed a highly sophisticated, modern thinker with a critical view of history, actually took this “history” at face value.
Even if he did not, Nishida af³rmed if not glori³ed this pseudo-history,
as well as both the centrality of the imperial system to Japanese culture and
the moral status of the state; and he did so at a time when these highly ideological constructs were being marshalled propagandistically to pursue ends
that Nishida seemed nervous about in his personal correspondence. In general, Nishida’s thought does not suf³ciently resolve the tension between his
insistence that the state becomes a genuine state only when it possesses a universality or transcendence (of, among other things, “national egoism”) and
his parochial championing of Japan’s highly particularized national polity and
imperial system.
Exacerbating this philosophical problem is Nishida’s af³rmation of serving the state. As quoted above, he admonished his readers, “we must not forget the thought of returning to oneness with the emperor and serving the
state.”70 In “Principles for a New World Order” he af³rmed “thought guidance” (albeit while criticizing certain existing forms of it),71 the notion of
gaining one’s individual moral mission from the state,72 and such authoritarian slogans as “the unity of sovereign and subject” and “active support by all
subjects.”73 One might question this advocacy of obedience to the state and
68
NKZ 12:399. Nishida did not clarify the nature of this linkage between moral value and
religion in the essay.
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ask whether Nishida gave suf³cient critical attention to the character and
policies of the actual Japanese state and to the question of whether they were
morally acceptable on the basis of autonomous moral principles that transcend that state and its promulgated norms (“morality”).
A further issue deserving attention is the dearth of economic analysis in
Nishida’s thought. Ichikawa criticized Nishida for class bias and a rejection of
class struggle as a critical, dialectical “moment” in history while allowing—to
a certain, unde³ned extent—for conµict between mutually negating nations
in the world of active creation, of poiesis “from that which is made to that
which makes.”74 Interestingly, one of the few economic statements in
Nishida’s writings is an unquali³ed af³rmation of the factory (as a locus of
production in the creation of the historical world) in his wartime essay, “The
National Polity.” In much nationalist discourse in Japan (and elsewhere) class
issues get subsumed and obscured by emphasis on such overarching concepts
as the nation state and the national polity (or the Japanese spirit). The use of
such categories has led to hackneyed pronouncements about how the
Japanese are a homogeneous, harmonious folk (or race), as seen in “The
National Polity” where Nishida referred to the Japanese as monoethnic and
“blending together” in the imperial system.
One can justi³ably argue that this emphasis in Nishida’s later thought,
even when divergent from and in tension with ultranationalist standpoints,
masked socio-economic tensions and contributed indirectly to an expansionist foreign policy by helping foster the sense of unity as an “us” in an antagonistic relationship with a Western “them” (a unity Japanist discourse has
claimed was not politically constructed and maintained but present in
Japanese society from the beginning because of shared blood, language, and
spirit). It is interesting to note here that Marxist critics have argued that,
more broadly, capitalists attempted in the early-Shõwa period to divert attention from and mitigate tensions surrounding domestic socio-economic conditions by formulating both an of³cial ideology in terms of a class-blind
national polity or Japanese spirit and an expansionist foreign policy. This
Marxist analysis, however, overestimates the power that capitalist elites possessed in the 1930s and fails to account for the full and complex range of
forces at work in Japanese society at that time.
To Ichikawa and others, the issue of Nishida’s handling of economic
issues and class conµict is part of a larger problem: Nishida’s tendency to
downplay conµict (in actuality and in principle) and to move too quickly to
an af³rmation of harmony. This tendency appeared, for example, in Nishida’s
sanitized portrayals of Japanese history, as in the assertion, “When we con74
Logically, his system allows for mutual negation between individuals, but he granted this
virtually no social or political speci³city.
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sider the history of the emergence of our state, we understand that there was
never anything like ‘struggle’ or ‘subjugation’ of different races and peoples
[in our country], but that the clans, by melting into one united body under
the banner of the Heavenly Grandson’s clan, came to form the well-rounded
body of one people.”75 Based on this and other such statements, Arima
Tatsuo contends that
Nishida…abhorred conµict in any form whatsoever. He had already stated
that what characterized Japanese history was the presence of the imperial
household and that this presence should be able to overcome the realities
of political conµict.76
(Paradoxically, despite his overall disavowal of domestic conµict, Nishida
accepted its international form: in his New Year’s lecture for the emperor in
1941, he explained, “For various peoples to enter this one world means that
they enter one and the same environment. Therefore, there necessarily arise
mutual struggles and conµicts among peoples, and wars are inevitable.”77)
This tendency to obfuscate distinctions between is and ought and to
downplay conµict prompts the meta-level question of how the metaphysical
and religious dimensions so central to much of Kyoto school philosophy play
out politically in terms of criticism of concrete actualities or advocacy of
speci³c lines of praxis. That is to say, in making the transition from “pure
experience” to the “historical world,” was Nishida able to extricate himself
from a religious epistemology centered on “pure experience” and a “unifying
activity” prior to subject-object duality and give full, critical attention to concrete subjects and objects, their conµicts, and the adjudication—through
dualistic principles and non-intuitional, rational thought—of conµicting
claims? Or did his starting point of “pure experience,” with its somewhat
monistic character, prevent him from engaging adequately in such critical
analysis, from being able to criticize the is insofar as it fell short of an ought?
From the perspective of Arima Tatsuo, “The primary sin of a Nishida or
a Watsuji was not that their ideal of harmony in the individual might be
untenable, but that they confused the realities of politics with personal longings for serenity and harmony.”78 Arima further asserts,
75
NKZ 12:416; quoted by Klaus Kracht, “Nishida Kitarõ (1870–1945) as a Philosopher of
the State,” in Gordon Daniels, ed., Europe Interprets Japan (Tenterden, Kent: Paul Norbury
Publications, 1984), 202. Kracht argues that Nishida’s way of treating contradiction “leads to a
theory of permanent reconciliation,” to a “dialectic of justi³cation.”
76
Arima Tatsuo, The Failure of Freedom: A Portrait of Modern Japanese Intellectuals
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1969), 12.
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The philosophical category of pure experience, with all its logical embellishments, was used to preach social resignation as a means of achieving
individual enlightenment…. When the idea of pure experience is realized
within the individual, it encourages a kind of religious submission to reality. This being the ultimate reality, there is no need for the self to remold
its social surroundings.79
Finally, perhaps equally problematical was Nishida’s af³rmation of
Japan’s taking the lead in Asia at a time when Japanese belligerence was being
justi³ed in terms of leading Asia out from under Western imperialism. He
makes this af³rmation in such essays as “The Philosophical Foundation of
Communalism” (1939) and “Principles for a New World Order” (1943). For
example, in the latter he wrote, “To build the ‘one particular world’ [of East
Asia], there must be one [state] standing at its center, which takes this task
upon itself. In East Asia the [leading force] is none other than our country of
Japan.”80 This statement takes on an ominous character in light of the last
lines of that essay:
It can be said that the solution to the problem of the current worldhistorical problem is provided by the fundamental principles of our
national polity. England and the United States must submit to this, and,
moreover, the Axis Powers will come to emulate this.81
Although Nishida did warn against certain means of taking the lead, his advocacy of Japan as having a unique role as the leader of Asia put him on a slippery rhetorical slope that in all likelihood served (inadvertently or otherwise)
to rationalize actions by the army and other players in militaristic Japanese
expansionism.
In conjunction with this issue of Japan’s taking the lead, it is worth noting that many Japanese intellectuals, including Kyoto school philosophers,
construed the Fifteen-Year War as a war of liberation. Although several hundred years of destructive Western imperialism stood in the background of
early-Shõwa historical events, the portrayal of Japanese actions as efforts by a
cornered nation—“the one remaining uncolonized nation”—to take the lead
and liberate Asia from Western, especially Anglo-Saxon (as portrayed in the
Chðõkõron discussions in 1941–1942), colonialism µies in the face of several
facts: there were such Asian areas as Thailand that were not colonized by
Western powers, and Japan itself colonized its Asian neighbors, such as
Taiwan from 1895, Korea from 1910, and Manchuria from the 1920s; fur79

Arima, The Failure of Freedom, 13–14.

80

NKZ 12:429; quoted by Kracht, “Nishida Kitarõ,” 203.

81

NKZ 12:434.

37

CHRISTOPHER IVES

ther, Japan’s non-Anglo-Saxon German and Italian allies had participated in
Western imperialism and colonialism in Asia and other parts of the world.
Related to this, when looking at Japan or the Kyoto school and “the
war,” one must ask “Which war?” Narrow focus only on the “Paci³c War”
(1941–1945), though promoted by the Occupation’s insistence on this terminology, makes it possible to portray Japan as a nation cornered by Western
colonialism and blockades that shifted from peace to war in late 1941 to protect itself and liberate Asia. This portrayal diverts attention both from Japan’s
own aggressive imperialism in the preceding decades (an imperialism perhaps
understandable in part as a kind of a mimetic stance towards the very West
whose imperialism Japan was ostensibly trying to eradicate in Asia), and from
the fact that certain Kyoto-school thinkers apparently accepted Japan’s
aggression toward China, Korea, and other Asian areas prior to 1941.82
Ichikawa’s critique of Nishida and the additional discussion above reveal
certain patterns. In his essays Nishida did warn against “invasionism” and
self-serving imperialism; Nishida was criticized by ultranationalists; and in his
correspondence he did express concerns about the direction in which Japan
was headed. These data were not presented by Ichikawa, which leaves his critique a bit lacking in nuance. However, though Nishida may not have intended
to promote Japanese aggression abroad and authoritarian control at home,
and though he may not have had any signi³cant inµuence on people or
events around him (no matter what he might have written, said, or done), his
writings at the least validated the main ideological building blocks of militarists at that time: the centrality of and divine history behind a sancti³ed
imperial system; the moral authority of the state; the moral and religious
dimensions of submitting to the emperor and the state; and the necessity for
Japan to take the lead in Asia. This philosophical validation—though perhaps
inadvertent—looms large in comparison with Nishida’s personal qualms, his
occasional caveats about “invasionism,” and the pressure exerted on him by
ultranationalists.
Certain Japanese scholars concur with this tentative conclusion that
Nishida’s writings provided philosophical support for Japan’s expansionist
nationalism. Furuta Hikaru writes,
…during the war the main aspiration common to Nishida and the Kyoto
school was to follow along with the movement of the Japanese state
while attempting to check as much as possible, from within, the trend
toward egoistic imperialism and self-righteous nationalism. To this end
he followed the strategy of assenting in name to such slogans of the mil82
In the Chðõkõron discussions Nishitani Keiji spoke of the “opacity” of events in China,
and remarked how people “mistakenly” viewed Japanese actions as an imperialist invasion on a
par with the imperialism carried out by Europe and the United States.
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itary fascists as “national polity,” “imperial way,” and “all the world
under one roof,” while transforming their content into concepts of
Nishida philosophy and a philosophy of history, and through this tried to
redirect the course of the actual state. But, precisely for this reason the
philosophy of this school of thought, although drawing a harsh reaction
from the army and right-wing thinkers, performed the function of offering a conceptual dialectic that in terms of content glori³ed Japanese imperialistic domination of Asian peoples carried out on the pretext of “all the
world under one roof.” As for the Japanese intelligentsia, this philosophy
in substance assumed the role of having them, on the pretext of the “holy
war,” participate wholeheartedly in and cooperate with the Paci³c War
and all of its contradictions. Herein lies the tragedy of the Kyoto school,
inclusive of Nishida.83
Of course, with regard to the question of Zen, the Kyoto school, and
Japanese nationalism, there is much gray and little black or white, as with
most ethical and political issues. There was diversity among individuals
af³liated with Zen and the Kyoto school, and some of them changed their
personal views and stances over time.84 Clari³cation of the relationship these
Buddhists and intellectuals had to Japanese “nationalism” thus calls for a
nuanced approach that takes into account variation in and between the individuals in question. Through such inquiry, one can begin to assess their
philosophical views in terms of coherence and consistency and examine linkages between theory and praxis, between philosophical systems and complex
political actualities.
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Furuta, “The Fifteen-Year War,” 277.

84

For example, though beyond the scope of this paper, close examination of the statements
in the Chðõkõron discussions indicates that Nishitani Keiji, Kõsaka Masaaki, Kõyama Iwao, and
Suzuki Shigetaka had a more enthusiastic attitude toward Japanese imperialism than Nishida,
and such ³gures as Tanabe Hajime explicitly changed their standpoint.
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Whose Zen?
Zen Nationalism Revisited

Robert H. S HARF

I

N THE NINTH CHAPTER OF the Vimalak‡rti-nirdeša Sðtra the householder
Vimalak‡rti asks the great assembly of bodhisattvas to explain how a bodhisattva enters the dharma-gate of nonduality. After listening to numerous bodhisattvas expound on the issue, Mañjušr‡ challenges Vimalak‡rti to
offer his own response. Vimalak‡rti, in what is clearly the climax of the scriptural narrative, remains utterly silent. Mañjušr‡, bodhisattva of wisdom, then
offers the highest praise for Vimalak‡rti’s response, calling it “the true entry
into the dharma-gate of nonduality.”1
But this is not the only time we are confronted with silence in this scripture. In chapter seven of the text, in the midst of a mondõ-like exchange
between a goddess and Š„riputra, the goddess asks: “How long has it been
since the venerable elder was liberated?” Š„riputra meets the question with
silence. When pushed by the goddess, Š„riputra explains that he remained
silent because liberation is inexpressible. The goddess then reproaches him:
there is no reason to favor silence over speech, she insists, since “words and
speech have the nature of liberation.”2
Why does silence indicate consummate wisdom in the one instance, and
confusion in the other? The short answer is that in one case the respondent
was Vimalak‡rti, an incarnation of highest wisdom, while in the other case it

The paper entitled “The Zen of Japanese Nationalism,” which I presented to the symposium
on which this volume is based, is to appear in Donald S. Lopez, Jr., ed., Curators of the Buddha:
The Study of Buddhism under Colonialism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995). An earlier version appeared in History of Religions 33/1 (1993): 1–43. I offer below some further
reµections on the topic, stimulated by the often intense exchanges at the symposium.
1
2

Kum„raj‡va trans., T.475: 14.551c.

T.475: 14.548a. Mondõ (“g) refers to a question-and-answer exchange between master
and disciple aimed at testing understanding.
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was Š„riputra, a “H‡nay„na” disciple who is depicted as somewhat the fool in
this polemical Mah„y„na text.3 One might call it a matter of credentials.
This issue, trivial as it might at ³rst seem, is not unrelated to a set of
Mah„y„na doctrinal formulations that revolve around the “two truths.” If
there is ultimately no distinction between truth and falsehood, or between
liberation and ignorance, how is the sa½gha to guarantee the viability of the
institutions and teachings that are intended to bring liberation to all beings?
How can one transmit the truth when the truth is precisely the realization
that there is no “truth” to transmit? The stock M„dhyamika solution to this
quandary consists of an appeal to two levels of truth—the contingent and the
ultimate. The contingent distinction between ignorance and liberation is said
to be a “means” (up„ya) to bring ignorant folk to the realization that ultimately there is no distinction between bondage and liberation.
The advocates of Zen subitism (i.e., the “Southern orthodoxy” traditionally traced to Hui-neng) were skeptical of this ploy. How could a teaching that was predicated on a set of false distinctions ever bring one to a
realization of the emptiness of all such distinctions? The Zen approach took
the form of an uncompromising conceptual emphasis on “emptiness” within
an institutional structure that gave pride of place to form. Virtually every facet
of life in a Zen monastery was governed by strict rules of ritual decorum; the
ritualization of daily life extended to even the most mundane of tasks such as
cleaning one’s teeth or using the toilet.4 While the discursive content of the
daily prayers and sðtra recitations, the abbot’s sermons, and the kõan collections reiterated ad nauseam the message that all form is empty, monks were
subject to immediate and often harsh punishment for any breach of ritual
protocol—a cogent reminder that emptiness was to be found precisely within form.
This dialectic between emptiness and form is readily illustrated in the
notion of transmission. Zen was, of course, the school that sought to distin3
Some might object that while silence was a sublime response to a question concerning nonduality, it was not an appropriate reply to the question posed by the goddess. This is beside the
point. Given the characterization of Š„riputra in the text there is little doubt that if he offered
silence in response to the question concerning nonduality, his silence would once again indicate
“attachment to emptiness,” if not simple bafµement.
4
The rules governing such tasks can be found in Sung dynasty monastic codes such as the
,ä²y Ch’an-yüan ch’ing-kuei, the pÏ²y Chiao-ting ch’ing-kuei, and the ›@ßï²y
Ch’ih-hsiu pai-chang ch’ing-kuei. These early texts served as models for all later Zen codes of
conduct; see the discussion in T. Grif³th Foulk, “Myth, Ritual, and Monastic Practice in Sung
Ch’an Buddhism,” in Religion and Society in T’ang and Sung China, ed. Patricia Buckley Ebrey
and Peter N. Gregory (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press), 147–208. The earliest extant
code, the ×LÕä Ju-chung jih-yung (ØÕûaá÷ 2.16.5) includes detailed instructions on dental hygiene and the use of the toilet.
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guish itself from its rivals by its claim to represent an unbroken “mind-tomind” transmission of the dharma from one authorized master to another. At
the same time Zen texts insist that ultimately there is nothing to transmit,
rendering transmission the quintessential “empty form.” The complex cluster
of rites and practices that surrounded the notion of transmission emerged as
one of the de³ning characteristics of the Zen school. Only those who were
formally received into the lineage of patriarchs through a ceremony known as
“transmission of the dharma” (ŒÀ denbõ) or receipt of the “seal of transmission” (|= inka) were accorded the authority to pass on the dharma to others. Once a monk was drafted into the legion of patriarchs his sermons would
be dutifully recorded for later study, his portraits produced in numbers to
serve as objects of worship, and his bodily remains preserved as sacred relics
imbued with miraculous powers.5 While the patriarch was expected to preside
over a number of ceremonial events in which he ritually made manifest his
“enlightenment,” he had at his disposal a host of conventional rhetorical gestures that served to denote his freedom from social, ritual, and institutional
conventions. These gestures were not mere ploys; they were acquired
through years of intense monastic study and discipline. Only when a monk
had come to embody the full range of Zen ceremonial and rhetorical forms
would he be deemed quali³ed to assume the role of patriarch, effectively rendering him, ex-of³cio, a living buddha.
The latter point is often misunderstood. According to certain popular
conceptions, certi³cation was granted to a disciple only after he could
demonstrate that he had attained an authentic experience of awakening or
satori. While we do ³nd stories in the “recorded sayings collections” (BÆ
yü-lu) that would seem to lend credence to this view, in point of fact
certi³cation had little if anything to do with the veri³cation of any speci³c
“religious experience.” Rather, it was typically given to those who had spent
the requisite years mastering the elaborate scriptural corpus and ritual procedures necessary to perform the duties of abbot. Only after prolonged study
under the strict guidance of seasoned monks could one be entrusted to wield
the rhetorical sword of emptiness in a manner that upheld, rather than threatened, the long-term viability of the monastic institution. The difference
between an authorized master speaking of the “emptiness of form” and a
mere student was not so much a difference in their “spiritual experience,” or
even in their manner of expression, but a difference in the of³cial roles they
played within the larger institutional context.
5
See Robert H. Sharf, “The Idolization of Enlightenment: On the Mummi³cation of Ch’an
Masters in Medieval China,” History of Religions 32/1 (1992): 1–31; and T. Grif³th Foulk and
Robert H. Sharf, “On the Ritual Use of Ch’an Portraiture in Medieval China,” Cahiers
d’Extrême-Asie 7 (1993/94): 149–219.
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Modern lay students of Zen might ³nd this concern with credentials and
institutional stability a touch troubling; does it not contravene the very spirit
of Zen “liberation”? In the popular imagination a master typically manifests
his liberation in spontaneous and often antinomian behavior, accompanied
by sudden shouts or inscrutable utterances. But we must be careful not to
confuse pious mythology with institutional reality. After all, when it comes to
“manifesting” or “transmitting” what is supposedly an ineffable dharma, in
principle silence is no better than speech, a shout no better than a sðtra,
antinomian antics no better than stately ceremony.6 In fact, traditional Zen
monastic training did not countenance spontaneous outbursts, but rather
taught forms of speech and action that ritually denoted spontaneity and freedom. As in the case of Vimalak‡rti and Š„riputra, the denotative force of Zen
activity depends largely on how the activity is “framed,” i.e., the social role of
the protagonist and the ritual context in which his performance takes place.
Understandably, the Zen institution exercised considerable caution when it
came to authorizing a monk to assume the role of “living buddha.”
If the importance of credentials, of institutional sanction, or of traditional
authority in Zen comes as a surprise, it may be due in part to the fact that so
many of those responsible for popularizing Zen in the twentieth century
lacked formal institutional sanction themselves. D. T. Suzuki, Nishitani Keiji,
and Abe Masao, to name but a few, all lacked formal transmission in a Zen
lineage, and their intellectualized Zen is often held in suspicion by Zen traditionalists. We should be cautious before uncritically accepting their claim that
Zen is some sort of nonsectarian spiritual gnosis, for such a claim is clearly
self-serving: by insisting that Zen is a way of experiencing the world, rather
than a complex form of Buddhist monastic practice, these Japanese intellectuals effectively circumvent the question of their own authority to speak on
behalf of Zen. But there is something more pernicious at work here than the
attempt of a few “outsiders” to appropriate the authority of the tradition, for
in insisting that Zen could be, and indeed should be, distinguished from its
monastic “trappings” these writers effectively severed Zen’s links to traditional Buddhist soteriological, cosmological, and ethical concerns. Once
wrenched from its institutional and ethical context, this free-µoating Zen
could be used to lend spiritual legitimacy to a host of contemporary social,
6
This dilemma is explored in a number of Zen kõan, such as case 5 of the [–F Wu-men
kuan, Hsiang-yen’s “Man up a tree” (T.2005: 48.293c2–4). A man holding onto a branch of a
tree by his teeth is asked by a passerby: “Why did Bodhidharma come from the West?” We know,
of course, that Bodhidharma went to China to transmit the dharma. But should the man up the
tree say so he runs the risk of reifying a “dharma” that could be transmitted. Indeed, to say anything at all will send him plunging to his death. If he remains silent, however, he forsakes the
bodhisattva path, abrogating his responsibility to transmit the dharma to all beings.

43

ROBERT H. SHARF

philosophical, and political movements, from dadaism to Kyoto philosophy,
from new-age hedonism to fascism. Thus before reµecting on the question of
“Zen and nationalism” we must look carefully at just what sort of Zen we are
talking about.

ZEN AS A TWENTIETH-CENTURY CONSTRUCT

The popular “lay” image of Zen, notably the notion that Zen refers not to a
speci³c school of Buddhism but rather to a mystical or spiritual gnosis that
transcends sectarian boundaries, is largely a twentieth-century construct.
Beginning with the persecution of Buddhism in the early Meiji (/[8ö
haibutsu kishaku) Zen apologists have been forced to respond to secular and
empiricist critiques of religion in general, and to Japanese nativist critiques of
Buddhism as a “foreign funerary cult” in particular. In response, partisans of
Zen drew upon Western philosophical and theological strategies in their
attempt to adapt their faith to the modern age. As I have discussed this phenomenon in detail elsewhere, I will limit myself here to a brief overview, concentrating not so much on the historical evolution of contemporary Zen
rhetoric, but rather on its underlying logical structure.7 For heuristic purposes
I have analyzed this structure in terms of four conceptual stages.
The ³rst stage involves positing a distinction between the “essence” of a
religious tradition and its “cultural manifestations.” According to this view,
while the cultural manifestations of a religion are invariably shaped by social,
institutional, and economic contingencies, the essence is an ahistorical truth
logically prior to, and thus unsullied by, the cultural forms through which it
is made known. Modern scholarship has effectively naturalized this somewhat
Platonic distinction between timeless essence and localized manifestation—
we tend to forget that the modern version of this distinction is part of a theological enterprise with roots ³rmly in reformation Europe. This apologetic
discourse effectively exonerates religion from crimes committed in its name;
the “spiritual essence” of a tradition remains forever untainted by the shortcomings of church or clergy. Thus Japanese Buddhist intellectuals in the
Meiji were able to argue that the corruption and degeneracy of the Tokugawa
Buddhist establishment in no way impugned the spiritual heart of Buddhism.
Closely associated with the distinction between “pure essence” and
“contingent manifestation” is the notion of “pure origins”—the supposition
that the original expression of a religious teaching most perfectly reµects its
unvarying essence.8 The founding truth of a religion is, according to this
7
8

For a historically oriented analysis, see my “The Zen of Japanese Nationalism.”

See the discussion in chapter 1 of Bernard Faure’s The Rhetoric of Immediacy: A Cultural
Critique of Chan/Zen Buddhism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991).
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view, profoundly compromised and obscured as it becomes institutionalized
under the control of a self-serving priesthood. The gradual but virtually
inevitable decline of the teachings may, however, be punctuated by periodic
revivals in which inspired leaders attempt to reform the institution through a
renewed emphasis on the “original teachings.”
This notion of spiritual decline is not, of course, new; structurally analogous versions include the biblical genesis narrative, the Buddhist notion of
the “decline of the dharma,” psychological theories of ego development that
view emergence into adulthood as a “descent from grace,” and so on. The
prevalence and seductiveness of this myth may account in part for the preoccupation among scholars of religion with “origins,” despite the fact that
the identi³cation of an “origin” is always somewhat arbitrary and therefore
suspect. Scholars must be cautious lest the ideological and apologetic dimensions of the “fall narrative” come to compromise their work; historical efforts
to reconstruct the life of “the founder,” his disciples, and his teachings, for
example, often contribute to an academic discourse that tacitly deprecates or
disenfranchises later doctrinal or institutional developments.9 This in turn
lends historical credibility to the apologetic distinction drawn between the
“essence” of a tradition—the source from which a tradition springs—and the
cultural forms through which it is made known.
The second stage in the construction of modern Zen rhetoric consists in
identifying the essence as a type of “experience.” The heart of Zen thus lies
not in its ethical principles, its communal and ritual practices, or its doctrinal
teachings, but rather in a private, veridical, often momentary “state of consciousness.” I have demonstrated elsewhere that the emphasis on experience
in modern Japanese renderings of Zen can be traced directly back to Western
writings on religion and psychology, notably the works of William James.10 In
privileging experience the Japanese, like their Western mentors, sought to
naturalize the category “religion”—if religious traditions were predicated
upon an ineffable, noetic, mystical state of consciousness, then they could not
be rejected as mere superstition, infantile wish-ful³llment, or collective hysteria. At the same time, by construing the core of religion in general, and Zen
in particular, as a subjective experience, religion was rendered immune to
rationalist, positivist, or empiricist critiques. Apologists could then argue that
modern scienti³c rationality was not a viable alternative to religious modes of
9
It is not uncommon, for example, to ³nd the growth of a tradition analyzed under the
rubric of “institutionalization,” “popularization,” “syncretic accommodation,” and so on.
10
See “The Zen of Japanese Nationalism” and “Buddhism and the Rhetoric of Experience,”
(paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Academy of Religion, San Francisco,
November 22, 1992).
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understanding; rather, the unchecked rise of “scientism” made the need to
plumb the spiritual depths of the “great religions” all the more imperative.
The third stage consists in universalizing the “Zen experience” by denying that Zen is a school or sect of Buddhism per se, or even a “religion.”
Rather, partisans would insist that the term “Zen” properly understood
denotes the universal experiential core of all authentic religious traditions,
both Eastern and Western. In short, Zen is truth itself, allowing those with
Zen insight to claim a privileged perspective on all the great religious faiths.11
The ³nal stage comprises the claim that the universal religious experience of Zen is the ground of Japanese aesthetic and ethical sensibilities.
Virtually all of the major Japanese artistic traditions are reinterpreted as
expressions of the “Zen experience,” rendering Zen the metaphysical ground
of Japanese culture itself. Given this exalted spiritual heritage, the Japanese
are said to be culturally, if not racially, predisposed toward Zen insight; they
have a deeper appreciation of the unity of man and nature, the oneness of life
and death, and so on. This is in contradistinction to Western cultures, which
are supposedly founded upon philosophical and aesthetic principles—dualism, individualism, materialism, utilitarianism, etc.—that are fundamentally
at odds with Zen.
The claim that Zen is the foundation of Japanese culture has the felicitous result of rendering the Japanese spiritual experience both unique and
universal at the same time. And it was no coincidence that the notion of Zen
as the foundation for Japanese moral, aesthetic, and spiritual superiority
emerged full force in the 1930s, just as the Japanese were preparing for imperial expansion in East and Southeast Asia. This use of Zen to provide a rationale for Japanese claims of uniqueness and cultural supremacy is, in brief,
what I have called “Zen nationalism.”

ZEN AND NATIONALISM

By nationalism I mean an ideology or rhetoric that posits a nation, a state,
or an ethnic or racial group, the members of which all participate equally in
the glory of their “collective past.” The context of modern nationalism is
the globalization of forms of knowledge and culture, since national selfconsciousness presumes a plurality of “nation states” interacting with one
another. Put simply, globalization allows an individual to imagine him or
11
This is clearly the attitude of D. T. Suzuki, Nishitani Keiji, and Abe Masao, for example,
each of whom tends to approach interfaith dialogue as an opportunity to expound not only on
the meaning of Buddhism and Zen, but on the meaning of Christianity as well.
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herself as a member of one geographically, historically, culturally, and/or ethnically distinct “nation” among many.
Globalization is largely coextensive with “Westernization.” The spread
of modern Western “thought,” science, technology, and political and economic systems, coupled with the attendant scourge of industrialization and
urbanization, tends to undermine indigenous resources for constructing personal and corporate identity. As traditional allegiances collapse, nationalist
alternatives arise, promising to preserve or restore native political, social, and
moral norms in the face of the threat of foreign cultural hegemony.
Ironically, nationalist discourse cannot escape the ground from which it grew:
nationalism is very much the product of modernity and the modernist episteme. That is to say, as nationalist representations of self are inevitably constructed in dialectical tension with the foreign “other,” the nationalist
promise to restore cultural “purity” is always necessarily empty. Even in the
case of so-called ethnic nationalisms, only by coming to see oneself through
the eyes of the imagined other does one’s own “ethnicity” become selfconscious.
It should now be evident that the issue is not whether Zen is “inherently
nationalistic,” since the particular notions of “Zen” and “nationalism”
invoked here are both very much contemporary constructs.12 Zen, like any
other school of Buddhism, has had a long history of allying itself with state
interests, resisting the state only when its own material interests were at stake.
Moreover, Zen has had to reinvent itself repeatedly in the face of shifting
political, social, and economic circumstances. What is new in the contemporary situation is the global or pluralist context, which presents a tremendous
challenge to the survival of any religious system.
The Zen of Suzuki and his intellectual cohorts represents one of the
more compelling attempts to have one’s cake and eat it, too. Despite his
romantic streak, Suzuki was very much a modern, insisting that his Zen was
fully compatible with rational thought and scienti³c progress. But at the same
time Suzuki, who spent many years in the West, recognized the dangers of
Western cultural imperialism (or “Orientalism”) entailed in the modernist
project. Thus while Suzuki’s Zen claimed a privileged perspective that transcended cultural difference, it was at the same time contrived as the antithesis of everything Suzuki found most deplorable about the West.
The nihonjinron (Õû^Ç) polemic in Suzuki’s work—the grotesque caricatures of “East” versus “West”—is no doubt the most egregiously inane
manifestation of his nationalist leanings. We read repeatedly that the “West”
is materialistic, the “East” spiritual, that the West is aggressive and imperial12
Besides, religion is as good a rubric for the construction of national identity as is race, language, culture, or what have you, none of which are “inherently” nationalistic.
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istic, while the East extols nonviolence and harmony, that the West values
rationality, the East intuitive wisdom, that the West is dualistic, the East
monistic, and that while the West is individualistic, setting man apart from
nature, the East is communalistic, viewing man as one with nature.13 In short,
his image of the East in general, and Japan in particular, is little more than a
romantic inversion of Japanese negative stereotypes of the West.
The relationship of Japan to the rest of Asia in the writings of the Zen
apologists is considerably more complex than the simple antinomy of East
and West. Even the staunchest of the Japanese Zen nativists could not ignore
the fact that Buddhism was a product of India, and Zen a product of China.
Suzuki, himself a capable scholar of Indian and Chinese Buddhism, struggled
with this issue, but never relinquished his cultural chauvinism. Thus Suzuki
would argue that Japanese “spirituality” is a more developed or re³ned
form of a pan-Asian spiritual ethos, and while this ethos is linked with
Buddhism, it was not until Chinese Ch’an met the samurai culture of the
Kamakura period that it would attain its consummate form in Japanese Zen.
This theory allowed Suzuki to claim that only in Japan was Asian spirituality
fully realized.14
More to the point was Suzuki’s claim (and the claim of many of those
who followed) that the Chinese manifestation of this spirituality, i.e., Ch’an
Buddhism, died an early death on the continent, and that pure Zen survives
today only in Japan. Speci³cally, we read that Chinese Buddhism ceased to
develop after the Sung dynasty—i.e., immediately after Japan assumed the
mantle of Zen—and that post-Sung Ch’an is irredeemably tainted by its “syncretism.” The Õbaku (ü;) school of Zen, a form of Ming Ch’an transplanted to Japan in the seventeenth century, is considered representative of
13
A single example should suf³ce here. After an extended comparison of a single poem by
Tennyson, which Suzuki takes as representative of the “West,” and one by Bashõ, representative
of the “East,” Suzuki summarizes his ³ndings as follows: “The Western mind is: analytical, discriminative, differential, inductive, individualistic, intellectual, objective, scienti³c, generalizing,
conceptual, schematic, impersonal, legalistic, organizing, power-wielding, self-assertive, disposed
to impose its will upon others, etc. Against these Western traits those of the East can be characterized as follows: synthetic, totalizing, integrative, nondiscriminative, deductive, nonsystematic,
nondogmatic, intuitive (rather, affective), nondiscursive, subjective, spiritually individualistic and
socially groupminded, etc.” (D. T. Suzuki, “Lectures on Zen Buddhism,” in Zen Buddhism and
Psychoanalysis by D. T. Suzuki, Erich Fromm, and Richard De Martino [New York: Grove Press,
1963], 5).
14
See, for example, the extended treatment in Suzuki’s Õûí‘§ (Tokyo: Daitõ Shuppansha,
1944; English trans. by Norman Waddell as Japanese Spirituality [Tokyo: Japan Society for the
Promotion of Science and Japanese Ministry of Education, 1972]); see also my discussion in
“The Zen of Japanese Nationalism.”
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late Chinese Buddhism—it is commonly regarded as a sort of second-rate
Zen compromised by its incorporation of Pure Land elements.
In fact, Chinese Buddhism continued to play a dynamic role in China up
until the modern period. The oft-repeated allegation that post-Sung Ch’an
had become sterile and corrupt is little more than an uncritical rehearsal of
the anti-Õbaku polemics of the Tokugawa period. The sudden appearance of
eminent Chinese Ch’an masters in seventeenth-century Japan provoked a
defensive and sometimes hostile reaction from Rinzai quarters. The Rinzai
monks responded by touting the “purity” of Japanese Rinzai, in contradistinction to the admixture of Zen and Pure Land being propagated by the
Chinese émigrés. This was, of course, mere sectarian polemics: Rinzai Zen in
Japan had been thoroughly “Japanized” by the Tokugawa period, growing
steadily more distant from its Chinese origins. In particular, Japanese religious sectarianism encouraged Rinzai to suppress the “Pure Land” aspects of
its practice in order to distance itself from its Jõdoshð and Shinshð rivals.
There was, however, no Pure Land “school” in China; Pure Land was a ubiquitous feature of Chinese Buddhism, and Chinese Ch’an included nominally
“Pure Land” elements since the “golden age” of the T’ang. In most respects
the Õbaku school more accurately reµected T’ang and Sung Ch’an practice
than either the Rinzai or Sõtõ sects, and in the end Õbaku proved to be a pivotal force in stimulating the Tokugawa revival of Zen.15
The polemical intent behind the modern Zen nativists’ rendering of East
Asian Buddhist history, indebted as it was to Tokugawa anti-Chinese
polemics, is plain: while the strength of the West might lie in its superior science and technology, the strength of Asia lay in its spirituality. Asians must
return to their indigenous spiritual roots in order to recover the resources
that would allow them to throw off the yoke of Western imperialism. Since
the foundation of Asian spirituality was Zen, and since Zen survived in its
“pure” form only in Japan, Japan had the right, and indeed the obligation, to
assume the leadership of Asia and guide its disadvantaged brethren into the
modern age.
Why, we might ask, would anyone in the West take this view of Zen seriously? To put it simply, the Japanese nativists’ discomfort with the seeming
triumph of scienti³c reason, and their yearnings for a spiritual solution to the
problems of modernity, mirrored our own. The notion of “pure Zen”—a
15
For a detailed analysis of the anti-Õbaku polemics in Tokugawa Japan see esp. Helen
Baroni, “Buddhism in Early Tokugawa Japan: The Case of Õbaku Zen and the Monk Tetsugen
Dõkõ” (Ph.D. dissertation, Columbia University, 1993). For a critique of the notion “Ch’anPure Land syncretism” see Robert H. Sharf, “The Treasure Store Treatise (Pao-tsang lun) and the
Sini³cation of Buddhism in Eighth-Century China” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Michigan,
1991), chapter 2.
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pan-cultural religious experience unsullied by institutional, social, and historical contingencies—would be attractive precisely because it held out the possibility of an alternative to the godless and indifferent anomic universe
bequeathed by the Western Enlightenment, yet demanded neither blind faith
nor institutional allegiance. This reconstructed Zen offered an intellectually
reputable escape from the epistemological anxiety of historicism and pluralism.
But impatience with plurality and uncertainty in the intellectual realm
can lead all too readily to impatience with plurality and uncertainty in the
realm of politics. It may not be mere coincidence that a surprising number of
those who saw Zen as a solution to spiritual anxiety were drawn to authoritarian or totalitarian solutions to social and political unrest. In a similar vein,
Hannah Arendt has commented on the “exasperation” we sometimes feel
when confronted with the fact that Plato and Heidegger were drawn to
“tyrants and Führers.” Arendt suggests that this may be more than happenstance; it might in fact attest to a déformation professionelle: “For the attraction to the tyrannical can be demonstrated theoretically in many of the great
thinkers (Kant is the great exception). And if this tendency is not demonstrable in what they did, that is only because very few of them were prepared to
go beyond ‘the faculty of wondering at the simple’ and to ‘accept this wondering as their abode.’”16 It may well be that the apostles of “pure Zen,”
accepting wondering as their abode, fell prey to this déformation professionelle: they yearned to realize in the world of human affairs the “perfection”
they found in their Zen.
The purveyors of Zen insight would like to expurgate this gap between
the world of human affairs and the world of Zen through rhetorical ³at. They
blithely cite Jõshð’s injunction to “wash your bowls,”17 and insist that true
Zen is to be found in the midst of daily activity—in “chopping wood and carrying water.” But this seemingly benign exaltation of everyday life is achieved
through the leveling gaze of “enlightenment”—the totalizing (non)perspective of “absolute nothingness.” (Note that the examples of “daily activities”
invariably recall the tranquil existence of a medieval forest monastery, rather
than the unrelenting technologized chaos of modern urban life.)
While this intellectualized Zen avers to leave things just as they are, in
fact it utterly emasculates the “other,” eliminating the possibility for real dialogue or external critique. In the end, Zen’s response to plurality is a strategic retreat to “the still point of the turning world,” which effaces alterity in
16
Hannah Arendt, “Martin Heidegger at Eighty,” in Michael Murray, ed., Heidegger and
Modern Philosophy (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1978), 293–303.
17
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the name of an experientially vibrant but politically ominous “nonduality.” I
fully concur with Jan Van Bragt’s invocation of Emmanuel Lévinas in this
regard: “this alleged integration [of self and Other] is cruelty and injustice.”18
In conclusion I would remind the reader that this Zen is not Zen at all,
at least not the Zen practiced by the “masters of old.” Those with a
monastery to run, disciples to train, gods and emperors to appease, could not,
when confronted with dif³cult moral and political questions, afford to shroud
themselves in the cloak of “absolute nothingness.” They knew that in order
to keep the monastery economically viable the monks had to maintain, at
least in public, certain standards of moral conduct and ritual propriety elaborately prescribed in the monastic codes. This does not mean that a medieval
Zen abbot would have taken what we believe to be the moral high ground on
the issue of Japanese imperialist aggression during the ³rst half of the twentieth century. The real question, as I see it, is why we would expect him to.

18
Emmanuel Lévinas, Totality and In³nity: An Essay on Exteriority, trans. by A. Lingis
(Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1969), 52; see also the reference at the conclusion of
Jan Van Bragt’s essay in this volume, page 254.
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B

UDDHISM, AS THE OLD

ZEN saying has it, spreads toward the east
([îX4). D. T. Suzuki (1870–1966) was the ³rst Japanese to spend
a signi³cant part of his life working to bring this about, as he traveled
eastward from the Japanese islands to the nations of North America and
Europe propagating the teachings of Buddhism. He was also a tireless exponent of the Zen and Pure Land traditions at home in Japan.
Suzuki produced an enormous body of writings in the eight decades
between his ³fteenth year and his death at ninety-³ve—approximately thirty
volumes in English and one hundred volumes in Japanese. However, except
for a few biographical works and commentaries by people who knew him personally, very little evaluation of the man or his work has been carried out in
Japan. Even the basic materials necessary for serious research on Suzuki are
not yet fully available. In the few years I myself have devoted to tracking
down his articles in newspapers and journals, I have uncovered literally scores
of pieces that were overlooked in the compilation of his Collected Works. The
records of his unpublished letters and talks are sketchier still.
In this paper I will examine Suzuki’s writings, including material that did
not ³nd its way into the Collected Works, in an attempt to clarify his attitudes
towards the state and society. This will, of course, extend to the question of
nationalism in Suzuki’s thought and to his ideas about Zen, war, the
Japanese, and national polity.

YOUTHFUL VIEWS ON THE STATE AND SOCIETY

Suzuki’s ³rst book, A New Theory of Religion, was published when he was
twenty-six years old, just prior to his departure for the United States. In it he
discussed his ideas on the relationship between religion and the state. He
opens with an exposition of a modern, Enlightenment view of religion:
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Religion sees its ultimate purpose as the realization of a cosmic ideal; the
state sees as its ultimate purpose the preservation of its own existence….
Religion professes universal brotherhood and enjoins against making any
distinction between self and other; the state is based on the principles of
loyalty and patriotic sentiment, and exhorts its citizens to independence.
Religion never hesitates to question the existence of the state and history;
the state always acts on the basis of its own self-centered interests. In this
way, religion and the state are incompatible.1
He goes on to argue that “the state must constitute a furtherance of
social progress. It must, in other words, serve as a means to help humanity
bring to realization the purpose of its existence.”2 And again:
Formation of the state is not the purpose of human existence but merely
an expedient means, nothing more than a single stage that must be
passed by humanity in the course of its development. Humanity exists
for the sake of humanity, not for the sake of the state…. In order that the
existence of the state does not hinder the realization of the hopes and
ideals of religion, that is, of humanity, the state must, I believe, be
reformed when necessary.3
Thus in Suzuki’s view the state does not exist as an end in itself but
merely as an instrument, a means to promote human interests. It is a view
predicated upon the existence of a modern civil society, and might best be
characterized as a libertarian Nachtwächterstaat. At the same time, he was
aware that the idea did not reµect the actual condition of a state in which
“loyalty and patriotism are the basic principles” and which “sees its ³nal purpose in the preservation of its own existence.” Against this conµict of the
ideal and the actual, Suzuki proposes that the role of religion is “³rst of all
to try to support the state and to abide by the history and sentiments of its
people” in order to “work for the progress and development of the nation.”4
Thus, while realizing that religion and the state differ in principle and are
incompatible in many respects, he strikes a compromise relationship that
keeps their respective roles separate but clearly places the state under the
guidance of religion:
The interests of religion and the state do not conµict but rather aid and
support each other in a quest for wholeness…. The problem is easily
resolved if one thinks of religion as an entity with the state as its body,
1

G;îÇ (1896), SDZ 23:134.

2

SDZ 23:137.

3

SDZ 23:136.

4

SDZ 23:137.
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and of the state as something developing with religion as its spirit. In
other words, religion and the state form a unity; if every action and
movement of the state takes on a religious character and if every word
and action of religion takes on a state character, then whatever is done for
the sake of the state is done for religion, and whatever is done for the sake
of religion is done for the state.5
All of this does not quite offset the impact of his initial statement that
religion ought “³rst of all to try to support the state,” which seems to lead to
an acceptance of state supremacy. His rather “Zen-like” approach to religion
and his abstract notion of the way nations operate seem far too unrealistic.
These criticisms, though not entirely on the mark, have some truth to them
and deserve closer attention.
Suzuki was much clearer in his views on the state and society following
his move to the United States in the late 1890s. His position was basically
critical of the current Japanese governmental structure (including the role of
the imperial family) and of those who supported it: the Meiji political and
bureaucratic establishment, the ultranationalists, and the various proponents
of Japanism. We ³nd his views on the imperial family expressed, for example,
in magazine articles critical of the ultranationalists, whom he characterized as
follows:
They say, “Obey the rescripts on the Imperial Restoration,” “Study the
Imperial Rescript on Education,” “Display a nation-building spirit,”
“Honor the ancestors of the country.” All of this is ³ne. But while these
people on the one hand proclaim reason as their supreme sword and
shield and talk on and on about the results of nineteenth-century historical research, on the other hand they manipulate the weaknesses of the
Japanese people, embracing the imperial family and the imperial rescripts
and attempting to imbue them with a religious signi³cance. The
hypocrisy of it all is quite overwhelming.…
Let us stop pretending that the Japanese are a great people merely
because their imperial family has continued unbroken for the past 2,500
years.6
In his personal correspondence Suzuki expressed his feelings even more
frankly.
I believe that it contributes nothing to progress if the imperial family
dreams on about its former transcendence and mystery, and if the people
5
6

SDZ 23:139.

Suk›l› [Random thoughts while traveling] , Â§P£ 20 (25 June 1898): 70–2. Full
references are given only to those of Suzuki’s writings not included in the Collected Works.
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view its statements as august beyond compare. Whenever anything untoward happens the government attempts to hide behind such attitudes
and to seal the mouths of the people. What is more, the road to free
thought is cut off and the people must obey without hesitation those
who exalt the imperial family and take refuge behind the imperial proclamations. What an unfortunate situation. [In the margin: You must never
make these words public. I must wait for the right time].… What a shame
how people stand in awe of things like the Imperial Rescript on Education. I had better not say too much. And what do you think?7
Such opinions were expressed on several occasions in letters to his close
friend Yamamoto Ryõkichi. The earliest such statement was in 1888 when
Suzuki was eighteen years old:
The emperor’s birthday celebration the other day was a huge affair. Why
is it necessary to make such a fuss? The people involved are a frivolous
bunch. I think the whole thing is completely unnecessary. What about
you?8
This statement may be read as a kind of frustrated “cry in the wilderness”
by a gifted young man stuck in the remote countryside of the Noto
Peninsula, but it more or less reµects Suzuki’s attitude toward the imperial
family until at least the end of the Meiji period. He saw the existence of the
imperial family as not only violating the equality of the people but also as providing the ultranationalists with a pretext both for their Japanist mystique and
their dangerous, backward-looking traditionalism, as well as for their
attempts to stiµe the freedom of speech and thought. Suzuki therefore
regarded the imperial family as a hindrance to the modernization of the country and to the realization of his ideal of a state and society uni³ed under the
guidance of religion.
This naturally raises the question of how Suzuki envisaged the workings
of the state. We want to ask, for example, what he means when he says that
the state “must…serve as a means to help humanity bring to realization the
purpose of its existence.” In fact, Suzuki takes up the question of society in a
number of his writings, including many of his contributions to the journals
Rikugõ zasshi (Â§P£, Universum) and Shin Bukkyõ (G[î, New Buddhism) while he was in America. His idea, brieµy put, was that “the ideal society provide a structure within which individuals can cultivate their respective
strengths as they want.” He explains this in further detail:
7
Letter no. 48, 14 June 1898, Š…ØØJNˆ–6 [Unpublished letters of D. T. Suzuki], ed.
by Zen Bunka Kenkyðjo (Kyoto: Zen Bunka Kenkyðjo, 1989). Not in SDZ.
8

Letter No. 7 (13 November 1888), Unpublished Letters.
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The greatest possible motivation we can have for organizing our society
is the chance to develop our natural abilities freely and apply them
toward the advance of society as a whole. For this to come about, all
individuals must be provided with equal opportunities and circumstances. The most important factor here is to reduce to an absolute minimum the gap between rich and poor. If the obstacles of food, shelter,
and clothing were removed and people were free to cultivate their innate
talents and moral nature, to devote themselves entirely to the advance of
society as a whole, the progress of culture would be truly amazing.9
Suzuki kept his distance from the socialists, but he did acknowledge the
views of contemporaries sympathetic with this way of thinking. “Recently I
have been studying socialism,” he wrote, “and I am in sympathy with ideas
like social justice and equality of opportunity. Present society (particularly as
it is in Japan) must be reformed from the ground up.”10 In the opening paragraph of the article in which the remarks cited above appears, he expressed
approval of socialism:
It is said that the government has forbidden the formation of the Social
Democratic Party. I deeply regret the Japanese government’s irresponsibility and lack of farsightedness, and its inattentiveness to social progress
and human happiness.
Suzuki studied socialist thought in the pages of journals like Universum,
even as he saw all about him the problems that youthful, vigorous America
was facing in its capitalist society. Already by this time his social consciousness
as an independent Buddhist reformer had developed enough for him to
write:
When we look for reasons for the plight of the impoverished in today’s
society, we see that their poverty is due not so much to any fault of their
own as to the defects of the social system and the maldistribution of
wealth…. One can hardly expect impoverished people in such dif³cult
circumstances to be satis³ed with spiritual comfort bereft of any material aid…. My earnest desire is that Buddhists do not remain satis³ed
with personal peace and enlightenment but take it upon themselves to
help society.11
9
çlWüíJuºJ8ŒrkSm(çlü–u;îí_G) [On the prohibition of the formation
of the Social Democratic Party: The religious foundations of socialism], Â§P£ 249 (15
September 1901): 45.
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FROM THE RETURN TO JAPAN AND UNTIL THE END OF THE WAR

In 1909 Suzuki, then thirty-eight and having spent the last twelve years in the
United States and Europe, returned to Japan and took up employment at the
Gakushð-in Tokyo. The Gakushð-in was a special boarding school attended
by the sons and daughters of the very royalty and nobility that Suzuki had
earlier criticized. He was eager to ful³ll his duties as an English teacher and
housemaster. His life as a teacher under the leadership of Nogi Maresuke, a
typical career soldier of the “loyalty-and-patriotism” school, and a representative of the “good old” Meiji era, must have been rather awkward.12 Suzuki’s
own philosophy of education was based on respect for the individual and
aimed at nurturing independence and spontaneity. For him, the twentieth
century was an age of world-historical signi³cance that could only require
serious change in society. Even in Japan
it is impossible to say what will become of the aristocratic class. The day
may come when it is no longer necessary to maintain the privileged class
in order to preserve the nation. I do not think it desirable to have a system where a wall of privilege exists between the imperial family and the
common people, separating the two. There should be only the imperial
family and the common people. Perhaps the day will come when this
becomes a reality.
Turning his remarks directly to the students, Suzuki exhorted them to develop their
natural abilities and not to rely on privileges of birth or inheritance:
Most of you are children of the nobility. You form a special class in Japan
and receive privileged treatment from the imperial family. You must
remember that wherever special favor is shown, special responsibility is
also demanded.…
Natural ability means not claiming for your own that which does not
belong to you and not entrusting yourself to good fortune. It is, in a
sense, individualism. The only way to develop your natural abilities is to
make full use of your independence and freedom.…13
And again elsewhere:
Individualism is not sel³shness; it means to become one’s own master. From the standpoint of ethics, this is something lacking in young
12
Nogi Maresuke committed ritual suicide on 13 September 1912, following the death of
Emperor Meiji on 30 July 1912. The incident evoked great public interest. Arguing that it was
not up to others to judge Nogi’s actions, Suzuki distanced himself from the incident, writing
that “those who imitate him are fools. Each person should act on their own.” SDZ 17:50–2.
13

SDZ 28:224, 226.
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people today. Of course, individualism has dangers as well, but one
should not disregard its merits. As for me, I will cling to its merits.14
Suzuki wrote nine essays for the Hojinkai zasshi (£_yP£), a publication of the Gakushð-in, under the personal name of Teitarõ, not Daisetsu. In
these essays he stressed again and again the importance of an “enterprising
spirit” and “self-reliance” based on autonomy, independence, and freedom.15
Many of his pupils attest that as housemaster and as English teacher Suzuki
treated everyone, students and faculty members alike, without favor, sharing
his inimitable personality and exerting a strong inµuence on all around him.16
Suzuki’s writings from the end of the Meiji era through the Taishõ era
appeared chieµy in the two monthlies Shin Bukkyõ and Zendõ (7Š, Zen
Way), but also in the Hojinkai zasshi and the Buddhist newspaper Chðgai
nippõ (_‘Õ³). Shin Bukkyõ was a Pure Land Buddhist journal promoting
the reform of Meiji Buddhism. From its inception in 1900 until its termination in 1915, it ran some sixty articles by Suzuki, mainly pieces of social commentary. Zendõ was a Zen monthly that Suzuki served as editor-in-chief. He
published some ³fty articles on Zen in its pages, beginning with the monthly’s ³rst issue in August 1910. One notes a clear difference in his approach to
the two publications. In the articles for Shin Bukkyõ, Suzuki makes little reference to Buddhism but focuses rather on a comparison of Eastern and
Western civilization, culture, and society, as well as religion, morality, customs, and manners. Allusions to the state are not as frequent as in writings
composed when he was living in the United States. With the demise of Shin
Bukkyõ, Suzuki’s social commentary decreased and the bulk of his lectures
and essays, apart from those of his publications that appeared in the various
scholarly journals of Õtani University, appeared in Shindõ (=Š, The Way of
Belief), a popular magazine published under Pure Land Buddhist auspices.
His contributions to Shindõ dealt with Zen and Pure Land Buddhism, and
included some social commentary. Other articles on Zen appeared occasionally in Daijõzen (Øñ7, Mah„y„na Zen), a monthly founded in 1924, the year
14

SDZ 28:44.

15

SDZ 28:44, 47, etc. The name of the journal literally means Journal of the Society for the
Promotion of Humanness, the two characters for this ³nal phrase (£_) being an allusion to the
closing words of the twelfth book of the Analects of Confucius.
16
Ç¾XÁ Matsukata Saburõ, ¿HŠ´ÖuŠ…å´ [Dr. Suzuki’s Gakushð-in period], in
Š…ØØu^o¿“ [Suzuki Daisetsu, the man and his scholarship] (Tokyo: Shunjðsha, 1961),
63–74. Ñï Á Inukai Takeru, Š…ØØÊw—duáÁí¬jÇrkJm [Layman Suzuki
Daisetsu’s theory of absolute Other-power], in Suzuki Daisetsu, The Man and His Scholarship,
75–85. Õ¢ÙvÁ Hidaka Daishirõ, ì…ØµoŠ…ØØå´u|æ´z„Jm [Memories and
impressions of General Nogi and Suzuki Daisetsu] in Š…ØØ—^o„` [Suzuki Daisetsu: The
man and his thought] (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1971), 279–88.
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after Zendõ ceased publication, and in Shõbõrin (±ÀÇ, The True Wheel of the
Dharma).
During his twelve years at the Gakushð-in, in addition to numerous
essays on Zen and social problems, he also wrote pieces for the edi³cation of
his students with titles such as “A Missive to the Children of the Noble and
Wealthy” and “On Poverty.” The same dedication he had shown there he
took with him to Õtani University, where he taught from 1921 until after
the end of the Paci³c War.17
From the early years of the Shõwa period (1925–1989), Suzuki became
interested in the Laªk„vat„ra Sðtra and subsequently in the Platform Sðtra,
the Tun-huang manuscripts, the writings of Zen masters Lin-chi and Bankei,
and Pure Land Buddhism. The period beginning from shortly after his transfer to Õtani University in 1921 until the end of the war in 1945 was the time
in Suzuki’s long life when he concentrated the most on the study of
Buddhism. It was also the period in which he established his reputation as a
scholar. During this time he published several works in English including the
three volumes of Essays in Zen Buddhism (1927–1934), Studies in the
La«k„vat„ra Sðtra (1930), which became the core of his doctoral dissertation, and Zen Buddhism and Its Inµuence on Japanese Culture (1938).
Among his publications in Japanese were his major works on Zen Buddhism
such as The Records of Shen-hui Discovered at Tun-huang (1932), SanskritChinese Index to the Laªk„vat„ra Sðtra (1934), The Unborn Zen of Bankei
(1940), Studies in the History of Zen Thought: I (1943), Zen Thought (1943),
and such representative writings on Pure Land Buddhism as Detachment
(1939), Treatise on the Logic of Pure Land Thought (1942), and The Fact of
Religious Experience (1943).
During the war years his only non-Buddhist writings were on the subject
of Japanese culture, among them a volume later translated into English as
Japanese Spirituality,18 and his essays on the Japanese people. Japanese
Spirituality is an attempt to ³nd a unique Japanese spirituality in Buddhism,
especially its Pure Land and True Pure Land sects. Suzuki’s writings on the
Japanese people discuss their special characteristics in comparison with western Europeans, the Japanese understanding of history, and the Japanese view of
death. Although these writings deal speci³cally with Japan, his intention was
not only to encourage his fellow Japanese during the devastating years of the
war, but also to discover and demonstrate a Buddhist spirituality that could
be appreciated by all humanity. In none of his essays does he praise the superiority of the Japanese people. The following passage is typical of his style:
17

See SDZ 17:80–99; 19:307–76; 28:359–61; 29:50–65, etc.

18

SDZ 8:1–223. English translation by Norman Waddell, Japanese Spirituality (Tokyo:
Ministry of Education, 1972).
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The Japanese are highly sentimental and lacking in logic, have dif³culty
in forming an independent judgment on the right and wrong of things,
are only concerned about being ridiculed by others, and are reluctant to
enter into unknown and unexplored areas, and if they should dare to do
so, they do it recklessly and without any plans made in advance.19
Suzuki further claims that this sentimentality lay behind the “human torpedoes” and “kamikaze squadrons,” but at once questions how the sacri³ce of
human life in an attempt to make up for the shortage of mechanical equipment and the inadequacy of scienti³c technology could ever be considered a
noble cause.20 This was also a criticism of the military establishment.
Such statements are products of the times in which they were made, a
period when a narrow-minded, self-righteous “Japanese spirit” centered on
Hirata Shinto (r,PŠ) was being propagated throughout the country. I
would add that Suzuki’s essays on the culture and people of Japan represent
his personal criticism of and resistance to the understanding of the Japanese
spirit circulating at the time. The year after the publication of Japanese
Spirituality, just prior to the end of the war, he prepared a lecture on “A
Japanese Spiritual Awakening” (Õûí‘§íÀ·) to be delivered at Õtani
University, a draft of which still exists. In it he explains the term spirituality
and presents a critique of the idea of Japanese spirit:
The term Japanese spirit used by our colleagues nowadays includes elements of special political characteristics, patriotic zeal, historical reminiscing, moral self-respect, and peculiarities of aesthetic appreciation. In
addition, the term also emphasizes an exclusive narrow-mindedness and
the conservative characteristics of an insular, anti-cosmopolitan people….
This is because our conception of Japan has become so subjective that it
has psychologically, logically, philosophically, and historically distorted
our way of thinking. Once begun, the distortion grows without bounds,
turning into something grotesque.21
The military establishment and State Shinto were not alone in championing this yamato-damashii (ØÉÓ) or spirit of Japanese uniqueness. Many
Zen Buddhists expressed similar views. For example, during this period one
of the journals Suzuki contributed to frequently, Daijõzen, fairly bristled with
pro-militarist articles. In issues ³lled with essays proclaiming “Victory in the
Holy War!” and bearing such titles as “Death is the Last Battle,” “Certain
Victory for Kamikaze and Torpedoes,” and “The Noble Sacri³ce of a
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Hundred Million,” Suzuki continued with contributions on subjects like
“Zen and Culture.”22
A further indication of his posture during the war years is his work for
the Buddhist newspaper Chðgai nippõ. Between 1941 and the end of the war
in 1945 Suzuki contributed two regular articles and 191 short installments
for a column entitled “Zen.” Virtually none of these pieces contain any reference made to the current political and war situation.23 Instead, they simply
introduce the lives and recorded sayings of the masters or explain the outlook of Zen. He did, however, occasionally lapse into lines like the following:
Some people think that to die recklessly is Zen. But Zen and death are
not the same thing. Makujikikõzen (ÙŸT2) does not mean to sit in the
grip of the hand of death. It is deplorable to think of Zen as a
puri³cation rite. The Zen understanding of human life is based on
Mah„y„na Buddhism. Zen without this is not Zen. It isn’t anything at
all…. To regard the foolhardy and senseless sacri³ce of one’s life as Zen
is a mish-mash idea. Zen absolutely never teaches one to throw one’s life
away.24
Passages such as these make plain Suzuki’s resistance to movements trying to
associate Zen with war and death. They are also a clear criticism of Shinto.
The circumstances at the time he was writing may be gathered from the
words of the Chðgai nippõ’s president, who commented in his “Editor’s
Diary” column that
Daisetsu Suzuki’s light-hearted, childlike nature is itself the everyday
expression of Zen, yet within his eloquent words one ³nds statements—
almost digressions—that to the ordinary way of thinking can be seen as
quite dangerous.25
Suzuki, who had lived in the United States for over ten years, was well aware
of its strength and foresaw the defeat of Japan. He was also aware of the ideological vacuity of the Shinto concepts of national polity and the government’s pronouncements on the Greater East Asia Coprosperity Sphere. He
had never been a government of³cial and in general remained a lone wolf
where connections with large organizations was concerned. He was a private
citizen with no links to the military establishment. When the war broke out,
he was over seventy years of age. He lived alone and in relative independence.
22

Øñ7 21/7 (1 July 1944), et alibi.

23

See SDZ 15:157–425.
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Under these circumstances Suzuki, in addition to his work on Zen and Shin
Buddhism, appears to have devoted considerable thought to the question of
what could be done to help rebuild Japan after the ³ghting was over. Many
of his activities at this time—his writing of Japanese Spirituality and “The
Global Mission of Mah„y„na,” his lecturing, his collecting of volumes for the
Matsugaoka Library—were directed towards protecting and later disseminating the “jewel of Japan,” Zen. Under the limits of the strict censorship in
force at the time, he had to restrict his critical remarks about militarism and
“the national polity” to a few letters written to close friends.26 Only an occasional touch of irony appeared in his writings, as in the following:
There is a swarm of people all around eager to commit suicide with the
past, to embrace what is Japanese, no matter how limited geographically
it is, and defend it to the last…. We must go beyond such limited terms
as “Greater East Asia” and ³nd more expansive terms like tenjõ tenge
(úîú4, heaven and earth).27
However, he did not take a ³rm stance against the war or write essays criticizing the military or Shinto nationalists head-on. What is clear, in any case,
is the fact that he disliked the reckless manner, self-righteousness, and
parochialism of the military and its idea of “national polity,” and that he did
not go along with the mood of the times.

THE YEARS AFTER THE WAR

Following the end of the war Suzuki turned his thoughts to the creation of
what he called a “spiritual Japan.” In the three-year period immediately after
Japan’s surrender he wrote numerous articles on this topic as well as over ten
books: A Japanese Spiritual Awakening, The Building of a Spiritual Japan,
Self-reliance, The Spiritualizing of Japan, Religion and the Modern Person,
Religion and Culture, To the Young, and East and West. All of these works
described the construction of a new Japan based on the principles of
Buddhist spirituality, and all of them rejected the wartime notions of national polity, the Japanese spirit, State Shinto, military dictatorship, and military
support by the Buddhists.
26
For example, in a letter dated 17 March 1945, he wrote, “Without people, without things,
without tools, without machines, and even without any ideas, nothing at all can be done; and
then with the helplessness of the authorities and the ignorance of the army and civil servants, the
situation is hopeless” (SDZ 31:343). On 6 July 1945 he wrote, “Those responsible for the ruin
of Japan are the intolerant kokugakusha [nativists], the Shintoists. It is a shame that everything
has been dominated by them” (31:358). See also SDZ 31:295, 348, 350, etc.
27
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The basis of Suzuki’s criticism of the old order and the construction of
the new Japan was the “spirituality” principle. In one of his essays he summarized in three points what he called “the fundamental concepts for building a new Japan” that were to link “spirituality” with the nation state. First,
and above all, Japan must think independently. But this independent thinking, secondly, must have a cosmopolitan character. Finally, Japan’s actions
must be based on humanitarianism.28
Granted that there were strict controls over information during the war
years, many Japanese swallowed the pronouncements of the military hook,
line, and sinker. In this way a narrow-minded Hirata State Shinto came to be
set up that professed Japan as the progenitor of all nations, the imperial
dynasty as the ruler of all nations, and Shinto as the religion of the world.
Suzuki considered the Japanese narrow-mindedness and lack of independence to be a defect of the race, and found it natural that the old Japan
should have collapsed. He believed that a new spirituality was needed to construct a new Japan. The three points of this spirituality may be considered
Suzuki’s basic position on society, the state, and the world. During this period
of his life he constantly stressed the notions of independent thinking and cosmopolitanism,29 notions that we ³nd expressed already from his youth and
through the years of the war.
In the postwar period, as international relations came to be dominated
by the tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union, Suzuki
went beyond his criticism of Japanese national supremacy and militarism to
consider ways to counter what might be called “nation-centeredness.” While
voices of doom were predicting the outbreak of World War Three, Suzuki
was moved to face the question of the inevitability of war.30 While recognizing that warfare was probably an inevitable part of human history, his proposal for limiting it to the greatest possible extent was to suppress all
ideologies that give absolute authority to the state. These include state
nationalism (³BüÏ), state supremacy (³B›îÏ), and the idea of national
polity (³¿?ç). His opposition to such concepts was based, ³rst, on his
conviction that all such nationalistic sentiments have at their root a belief in
the supremacy of force, the belief that “might makes right.” “As long as force
is used to suppress force,” Suzuki comments, “we will never be without war.”
Second, he believed that all forms of totalitarianism—in particular Communism and Nazism—deprive people of their freedom, autonomy, and dignity and hinder their spiritual awakening. Though it may only have been an
28
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idea never destined to be realized, Suzuki envisaged a world that would be
rooted in “spiritual awakening” and a “world government” that would relativize the state.
Another facet of Suzuki’s political and cultural thought—idealistic as
always, but based on a sound knowledge of political realities—comes to light
several years after the war. In October 1952 the journal Sekai (›ƒ, The
World) conducted a survey on rearmament published in a special issue
devoted to “The General Election: Opinions, Criticisms, Hopes.” It was a
time when the situation in Japan was vastly different from what it had been
immediately after the war, principally because of the outbreak of the Korean
War in 1950, the signing of the San Francisco Peace Treaty in 1951, and the
end of the Occupation in 1952. Suzuki’s response to the questionnaire shows
a tone somewhat different from many of his earlier pronouncements but gives
a good indication of the viewpoint he held from that point on:
I consider rearmament unavoidable.… If we do not at this time undertake some form of armament, Japan as a country will cease to exist. Even
if one is not particularly bothered by that thought, it would be an enormous tragedy for human existence as a whole if our culture were to disappear, a culture that has been represented, maintained, and developed
by our people.… In order to protect Japan’s distinctive cultural expressions, the Japanese, as human beings who need bodies to exist, must
have concrete means to defend themselves. Rearmament is therefore a
necessity for the Japan of today. There are some who say that, trapped as
we are between the two great powers of the United States and the Soviet
Union, we should remain neutral. But such people are completely blind
to the present situation. Faced with the alternative of being annexed by
the Soviets or occupied by the American army, we should opt for the
United States, which stands for freedom, rather than become victims of
Soviet Communist and imperialist tactics…. Do we really have any
choice between a country that lets the end justify the means and one that
professes freedom, respects the law, and keeps faith with the world.
Geography dictates that Japan must make a decision now.31
Interestingly, the large majority of intellectuals who responded to Sekai’s
survey opposed the idea of rearmament. Suzuki’s position was by far the
minority one. I cannot bring myself to accept the idea that without arming
itself Japan will cease to exist as a country. But at the same time, I have only
respect for his view that culture (Zen Buddhist culture in particular) is superior to nation and that without a nation the preservation and development of
31
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culture is exceedingly dif³cult. I admire also the level-headedness of his
appraisal of global political realities.
Suzuki was ³rst and foremost a realist. Not only did he maintain a balanced perception of events in the world around him, he also refused to let
himself be swayed by the demands of competing ideologies and “isms.” As
each new situation presented itself, he reevaluated the circumstances and
reached an independent decision based on how he perceived the facts. (Might
this not be the working of what he called “no mind”?) We see this, for example, in the no-nonsense approach he took toward the San Francisco Peace
Treaty. There was much opposition to this agreement from the Japanese
intelligentsia, who protested against it on the grounds that it was not comprehensive enough, that it contravened the principles of Japan’s postwar constitution, that it made no provision for popular consensus, that it ignored
China, and so forth.32 Suzuki was not ignorant of these arguments nor of the
various principles and ideologies involved, but he did not make his decisions
on the basis of them. His “position that is not a position,” if we may call it
that, was rooted in his own spirituality which took its stand on “Great Mercy
and Great Compassion” (Ø²Ø«).

QUESTIONING SUZUKI’S VIEWS OF SOCIETY AND THE STATE

Religion and the State
In his 1948 work “State and Religion” Suzuki commented that “religion,
viewed from what might be called the standpoint of the absolute, is not concerned with matters of the state.”33 This ties in with his view that “in Zen
experience itself there is no democracy, nor is there imperialism or hegemonism.”34 Zen—and as Suzuki saw it, religion in its true sense—“is concerned with the absolute individual self,” and “has nothing to do with the
state.” Hence “the world of spiritual awareness is at peace regardless of what
political system it is under.” In contrast, “The individual as conceived by the
state is not a religious entity but rather a political or ethical one.”35 This view
in turn ties in with Suzuki’s recognition that war is the inevitable destiny of
mankind on the one hand, and his tireless quest for ways to avert it on the
other. Suzuki constantly emphasized that the basis of life must be in the religious self (i.e., in spirituality), but that human beings are also political and
ethical beings that exist within a certain historical and social context.
32
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These views are fundamentally in line with those expressed by the young
Suzuki in A New Theory of Religion: everything depends on whether the self
is taken as a religious entity or as a political and ethical entity. In other words,
it is a matter of the conµict and tension between religion and the state, and
hence of the conµict and tension present in an individual as a religious and as
a historicosocial entity. The young Suzuki wrote, as we remarked earlier, that
if the state is not to obstruct the realization of the hopes and ideals of humanity, it must “be reformed when necessary.” A half-century later, he writes as
if that time of necessity had arrived:
The role of the leaders who form the government is not so much to
actively implement policies, but rather to supervise affairs as unobtrusively as possible. That is, government should cast such a pale shadow
that one begins to wonder whether it even exists at all…. For that reason,
the state as an organization propped up by scienti³c concepts and harboring imperialistic ideas and fanatical ideology is not compatible with
human life. At some time or another it must face a fatal crisis.36
From his youth and throughout his life Suzuki never regarded the state
as absolute and never placed the state above the individual. In his view, the
only possible absolute was “the awakening of spirituality.” Suzuki’s views in
this regard are crystal clear. His assertions of “non-citizenship” and “nonnationality” were condemned by right-wingers who complained, “Has
Suzuki ever thought of the debt he owes to his country, let alone to the
emperor?”37 In the last year of his life, Suzuki once remarked at a symposium
that “I believe that anarchism is best.”38 He was of course fully aware that
anarchism was not feasible and he knew that there was no escape from “being
a political and moral individual,” but perhaps there is a sense in which we
may take his words as a sincere prayer for humanity. In any case, during the
years just before and after the end of the war, Suzuki considered “spiritualization” to be the only possible way to reconstruct Japan. Because the period
right after the war was a time of fundamental change of the state system, he
pursued with increased vigor his youthful ideal “to make every action and
movement of the state religious.”
36
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Furthermore, Suzuki saw the life of the human person as caught up in
contradiction. As an individual, a human being must be a religious entity, and
at the same time as the citizen of a country, a historical and political entity.
For him religion is based on compassion and the state on physical force. The
problem of how to reconcile these two fundamentally incompatible standpoints is a cross we must all bear throughout life. We have no choice but to
live with conµict, despite the tragedy that invariably follows in its wake.
Human desire is unbounded; it brings progress and leads to destruction. The
human being is constantly being pulled in two directions and lives in constant conµict and tension. This idea is essentially the same as, and in fact originates in, the fundamental Buddhist view that the passions, just as they are,
are wisdom and enlightenment (˜ñ“¬Ø). Here we also ³nd Suzuki’s view
of human life:
Instead of saying, “It isn’t possible so we shouldn’t try,” we should say,
“It isn’t possible so we should do it,” because this is what being human
is all about. It is what in Buddhism we call “pursuit” (5¼).39
In this contradictory state of human existence, in full awareness of the impossibility of realization, Suzuki continued to make efforts. This is his act of
“Great Mercy,” his “bodhisattva path.”
Zen Experience and Zen Thought
Suzuki was the ³rst Zen Buddhist deliberately to distinguish between Zen
experience and Zen thought, and to recognize the importance of the latter:
It is true that Zen transcends thought. However, this does not mean that
Zen ignores thought. Zen experience can be articulated only after it has
been formulated in thought. When this articulation is not present,… Zen
ceases to be Zen.40
For Suzuki, even though there is no direct, immediate connection between
Zen experience and thought, Zen experience must become thought. He elaborates elsewhere on this relationship:
Strictly speaking, Zen has no philosophy of its own. Its teaching is concentrated on an intuitive experience, and the intellectual content of this
experience can be supplied by a system of thought not necessarily
Buddhistic. If the masters ³nd it more expedient for some reason, they
may build up their own philosophical structure not always in accordance
with the traditional interpretation. Zen Buddhists are sometimes
39
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Confucianists, sometimes Taoists, or sometimes even Shintoists; Zen
experience can also be explained by Western philosophy.41
Suzuki continues in the same vein in another place, writing that “there is no
reason why Zen must be considered only from the viewpoint of Buddhism.”42
This raises the question of the relationship between Zen and Buddhism, and
the relationship between the ultimate experience of Zen and other religions.
For Suzuki, this ultimate experience is the same in all religions as it is for Zen,
whatever name one chooses to give it. In the passage just cited, however, his
only point was that Zen itself is not directly bound to thought.
Nevertheless, Suzuki insisted that the ultimate fact of experience be
“expressed in thought”:
Buddhists must not fall behind in taking notice of current trends in the
world today…. Buddhists who think their duty done when they have
learned the simple traditional thought and practice, can be considered
the greatest enemies of Zen, the snake in its bosom…. Thought is
absolutely necessary.43
This call for the necessity of thought in Buddhism is a constantly recurring
theme of Suzuki’s. He was convinced that Shinto’s self-righteousness and
narrow-mindedness prevented it from expressing itself in thought, even
though he had occasion to observe many Buddhists who had drawn close to
and ingratiated themselves with Shinto. Suzuki’s statements during the war
period reµect his fear that unless Zen found new ideas in which to express
itself, not only would it be of no use to contemporary society, it would also
compromise itself with the currents of the times and would in the end have a
negative effect on the course of history. He further argued from the results of
his own study of Zen that those Buddhists whose names have come down to
us in posterity achieved a thought that was suited to the conditions and
society of their day, as in the case of Rinzai”s “Person” and Bankei’s idea of
the “Unborn.” Suzuki also prided himself on the fact that he was the ³rst
person in Zen to attempt a history of Zen thought.
But what is thought? The Japanese term shisõ („`) ordinarily combines
three elements: a knowledge of present conditions, an understanding of the
way things ought to be, and a means to realize the way things ought to be. In
41
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other words, thought always includes a recognition of the values of contemporary society but must have lasting, not merely ephemeral, signi³cance.
Although Zen experience or satori, the experience of ultimate reality, is an
intuitive experience that transcends history and society and can only be
understood by another when it is made conscious and expressed, Zen experience itself is value-neutral. It is without plan or continuity. How then are Zen
experience and thought connected? In Suzuki’s own case, there was no
avoiding the question, since thought meant for him Zen thought. How
exactly does “Zen experience” become “Zen thought”?
If Zen thought is not born immediately of Zen experience, what makes
it “Zen”? As Suzuki explains it, Zen thought is always particular to the individual who has it. There is no Zen thought in general. It is always and ever
the expression of a speci³c, de³nite process of ratiocination. When this
process takes place in a Zen Buddhist, it can be called Zen thought. This of
course raises the question, How does one decide who is a Zen Buddhist? The
conventional wisdom in Japan has it that Zen Buddhists include the masters
(beginning with Bodhidharma), persons who propagate Zen, and lay
Buddhists such as Suzuki. But if we de³ne Zen thought as no more than
what happens when a Zen Buddhist thinks, then the term seems superµuous.
If this term is to mean anything, surely there must be a more important connection between Zen and thought, and surely this connection must possess
certain de³ning characteristics. Does this mean that Zen and thought necessarily entail one another? Zen people in general may try to deny that any such
entailment exists and that there is anything de³nitively characteristic about
“Zen thought.” Yet Suzuki insists that there is such a thing as Zen thought—
that indeed there must be. Therein lies his new Zen thought.
It is said that Zen Buddhism “does not rely on words and letters; it is a
separate tradition outside the teachings.” It has no ³xed body of doctrine
because the basis of Zen is experience, which is prior to doctrine. Zen experience always ³nds new modes of expressing itself, depending on the time
and social circumstances in which it takes place, just as its teaching is continually growing and developing through the lives and thinking of individual
Zen Buddhists. Though it professes not to rely on words and letters, it has
produced a vast body of literature. As long as Zen is propagated and remains
in existence, it must ³nd such expression. Suzuki’s “Zen thought” is one
example of this.
The question of the relationship between Zen experience and Zen
thought is not incidental to the relationship between religion and society.
Suzuki’s idea is that Zen transcends thought and morality but does not ignore
them. Zen experience as such is independent of time and place, but as it takes
place in human beings who live at a particular time and in a particular society,
from the very moment it seeks expression it relies on language, praxis, and so
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forth. That is, it takes on a worldly meaning. This leads to two important
questions. First, to what extent is the individual aware of the meaning this
expression has in the world? Second, how wide and how deep is the individual’s awareness of the time and society in which he or she lives? These are
not questions of non-discriminating wisdom (prajñ„) but of discriminating
knowledge (vijñ„na) that involves the intelligence and education of the person who has had the Zen experience. Zen consciousness and Zen thought
differ according to one’s learning and intellect.
For Suzuki, spirituality entails a thoroughgoing Great Mercy (Ø«),
Great Compassion (Ø²), Vow (½X), and “boundless and inexhaustible
aspiration” ([Œ[eu«X).44 Zen experience for him is precisely the “awakening” of this spirituality at its very source. In this sense, it may be considered
the fountainhead of Mah„y„na Buddhism. His idea of “Zen thought” consists in the identi³cation of Zen experience with the awakening to spirituality
and stresses the realization of Great Mercy and Great Compassion. For him,
“Zen experience” that lacks this awakening to spirituality, Great Mercy, and
Great Compassion is not Zen experience at all. This is why a living Zen
thought is needed today.
In this connection, he criticized Zen Buddhists who put too much stress
on the kõan and also those who valued enlightenment (î¼¬Ø, ðo) over
the salvation of sentient beings here below (45L´, 0o). In other words,
Suzuki felt that in the contemporary world of Zen too much emphasis was
being laid on “Zen experience” to the neglect of the saving acts of mercy
(L´òE). In the Four Universal Vows of a Bodhisattva, the vow to save all
sentient beings without exception (L´[Œ½XE) precedes the vow to extinguish all the de³led passions (˜ñ[e½X?).45 This is also part of the “Zen
thought” of Suzuki, who understood Zen Buddhism as Mah„y„na.
As shown in the Oxherding Pictures, the third stage, ³nding the ox, still
leaves seven stages to go. Traditionally, the ascetical practice following the
attainment of satori (¸Ì˜ï) was considered much more important than the
ascetical practice undertaken to attain satori in the ³rst place. The fact that it
is so demanding shows just how dif³cult it is to understand the times and
society one lives in and how dif³cult it is to transform Zen experience into
Zen thought. In any case, Zen experience by itself is not enough. “Unless
one’s will and feelings have become Zen, the experience is not genuine.” Even
after awakening, “effort is required…until Zen and the personality function
44
45

SDZ 9:165.

See A˜ñ%;î%CÖkgB Êl, [De³led passions, religion, and modern civilization], Fo‘
3/10 (1 October 1948): 1–23. Later reprinted in Š…ØØâTÙXñ, êÖ^o;î [Suzuki
Daisetsu colloquium III: Religion and people today] (Tokyo: Yomiuri Shinbunsha, 1972),
257–97.

70

D. T. SUZUKI ON SOCIETY AND THE STATE

in unison.”46 (In fact, Š„kyamuni and Maitreya are said to be doing ascetical
practice still.) By continuous practice throughout one’s life and the renewal
of satori over and over, one deepens Zen experience, and this in turn gives
shape to a creative discriminating insight independent of how much or how
broad one’s previous insight had been. This is the way in which doctrine
comes to life and Zen thought takes form.
Zen and War
Even though Zen experience is said to transcend all thought, the claim has
been made that Zen thought and Zen consciousness have played a particular
role in promoting warfare, even within Buddhism. In an essay published in
1914, Suzuki wrote:
Someone asked a Zen practicer his opinion on the present war. The practicer answered, “I have no particular opinion, and in particular I have no
opinion as a Zen practicer.” …Zen practicers have no set view with
regard to war—at least I as an individual have no set views.47
This may be, but during both the Sino-Japanese War and the Paci³c War,
Zen was very popular. It is also true that Zen gained popularity in tandem
with the development of the warrior class during the Kamakura period. In
his book Zen and Japanese Culture Suzuki admits that Zen gave ethical and
philosophical support to the warrior class insofar as it taught that in the face
of any circumstance one should be prepared to risk one’s life without hesitation: “Ethically, because Zen teaches that once one has decided on a certain
course, one should not look back; philosophically, because it treats both life
and death with impartiality.”48 The context of these remarks was the warrior
class in Japanese history, not the military in the modern state, but it seems a
short and logical step to substitute soldier for samurai and thus apply Zen’s
spiritual composure and its transcendence of life and death to the present
world as well.
The emphasis on the here-and-now in Zen thought breaks the ties
between before and after. It breaks with all value judgments and distinctions
between good and evil. Recognizing this here-and-now and stressing it as
“non-thought” is also part of Zen thought. The distinction is important, as is
the fact that during the war this idea in effect encouraged soldiers to push on
and do battle without a thought, totally unconcerned with the historical and
social circumstances. The emphasis on the here-and-now is related to the Zen
46
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idea that “wherever you stand is the right place” (CÐ„O) and the ideal of
“becoming a master of one’s circumstances” („Ð6ü). By discouraging one
from pausing to think rationally, such teaching blinds one to the realities of
history and society. Any situation whatsoever, any setting can become “true,”
so that one can even murder enthusiastically. Such Zen ideas of the here-andnow are particularly ef³cacious in time of war, as not a few Zen Buddhists
recognized during the Second World War, lending the arm of Zen to the war
effort.
For his part, Suzuki never stressed this kind of thinking. As noted above,
he stated emphatically that “Zen absolutely never teaches one to throw one’s
life away.” His idea of what constituted Zen thought is altogether different.
In Zen and Japanese Culture, which was written in 1938 just prior to the outbreak of the World War, he does note the connection between Zen and
samurai culture, which may lead the modern reader to assume that he had
the modern soldier in mind, but this was not the case. His intention was to
show that since Zen experience itself is value-neutral, it can be adapted to
various times and societies. The here-and-now is the key to Zen experience,
but one must be wary of emphasizing it without quali³cation.
Zen and Suzuki’s View of the Japanese People
Leaving for the United States of America at the age of twenty-six and
encountering a totally different civilization and culture in his ten years of life
there, Suzuki was forced to compare Japanese and American culture and civilization and to rethink his own identity in the process. This led him to some
remarkably accurate observations on the merits and demerits of America in
the early, formative stages of a capitalist society upheld by modern scienti³c
technology. He turned a similar eye on his homeland and wrote a considerable body of social commentary. During his life in the United States, Suzuki
had to rethink and reintegrate his own identity, and this brought him to a
heightened realization that an indispensable element of his identity was the
fact that he was not American but Japanese, not Christian but Buddhist. That
he should have loved his homeland and been concerned for its welfare is
hardly to be wondered at. Still, as we noted above, throughout his life he
never absolutized his country or made it his primary concern. He was not a
nationalist or national supremacist. He remained a religious person who
sought to base his life on his own religious experience or “spirituality,” a
believer in the universality of the spiritual dimension who was both a cosmopolie and an individualist.
Whether one accepts Suzuki’s idea of spirituality depends greatly on how
that spirituality is expressed in the concrete. Spirituality (‘§) was not a term
of his own coinage, but it appears already in his ³rst essay “The Land of
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Spiritual Peace and Enlightenment.”49 In his later writings, expressions like
“spiritual awakening” and “Japanese spirituality” became important elements
in his discussion of Zen thought. Was Suzuki ever able to formulate a satisfactory explanation of what he meant by the word? For all his talk about the
universality of spirituality, are his arguments really convincing? Time and
again he stressed the importance of explaining Buddhism in rational,
European languages, and he himself wrote over thirty volumes in English in
an attempt to do so. A familiar refrain in his writings is that insofar as one
seeks to explain in words, then one’s words must be based on reason and be
rationally convincing. Otherwise, the explanations will lack universality. In
principle, therefore, he believed that what cannot be rationally explained to a
non-Japanese, cannot be explained to a Japanese either. Suzuki spent his life
in the pursuit of trying to express the inexpressible. If he was not able to
explain Zen Buddhism completely, it is because it is a task that must always
be left incomplete and handed on to posterity.
The problem of explaining Zen rationally is the problem of our attitude
to matters we cannot convince ourselves of rationally. Do we simply admit
that certain things exist without a rational explanation, or do we refuse to
allow that possibility and simply deny them from the start? Suzuki once made
a remark to the effect that Americans could not understand Zen. And when
asked whether anyone in the United States understood Zen, he replied with
a µat, “No.”50 Some have read this exchange and concluded that Suzuki was
convinced that Americans cannot understand Zen, that Zen is something
superior and special that only Japanese can appreciate. They further read into
his comments the belief that the Japanese people themselves are somehow
special and superior. Nothing could be further from the truth in Suzuki’s
case, and only a complete disregard for context can yield such conclusions.
Interest in Zen in the Western world has a very short history, and the lack of
understanding only demonstrates the dif³culty of Buddhism’s advance eastward. As Suzuki himself clearly stated, “It is not something that can be
accomplished in one or two years, or ten or twenty. It may take ³fty or a hundred years, but there is no cause for worry.”51
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It took centuries for Buddhism to spread from India to China and centuries more to spread from China to Japan. In the course of its history
Buddhism took on speci³cally Chinese and speci³cally Japanese forms. If
Buddhism is to spread through the Western world, it is obvious that it will
take time, and also that it will take forms quite different from those of Japanese Buddhism. D. T. Suzuki was a pioneer in introducing and propagating
Buddhism, especially Zen Buddhism, to the world of the West. For this, at
the very least, history will remember him.
[TRANSLATED BY RICHARD SZIPPL & THOMAS KIRCHNER]
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Nishida, Nationalism,
and the War in Question
U EDA Shizuteru

I

N THE BACKGROUND OF ALL discussion about the Kyoto school and
nationalism lies the problem of the war that ended in 1945 with Japan’s
unconditional surrender. Since the two are so inextricably bound together, I would like to begin with some general reµections on that war as a
basis for framing the more speci³c question of nationalism.

THE WAR IN QUESTION

The naming of the war—World War II, the Fifteen-Year War, the Paci³c
War—depends in part on how one views its historical context. But one thing
is clear: the defeat that Japan suffered at its end marked a turning point in
Japan’s history. The modern period that began in 1853 when Commodore
Matthew C. Perry, commander of the East Asia squadron of the American
Navy, ³rst sailed his Black Ships into Edo Bay off Uraga, was over. This relationship with the outside world, which had lasted for nearly a century, came
to an abrupt halt on 2 September 1945, in the very inlet (now known as
“Tokyo Bay”) that had received the Black Ships. As Japanese of³cials boarded the USS Missouri to sign the document of surrender to the Allied Powers,
it is said that the µag of Perry’s squadron was hoisted on its mast.
For Japan, the appearance of Perry’s ships off Uraga was a bolt from the
blue, an event in Japan’s history comparable only to the threat of the Mongol
invasion in the thirteenth century. Only ³fteen years elapsed between Perry’s
arrival and the Meiji Restoration in 1868; yet so great was the shock Japan
experienced at the sight of Perry’s Black Ships that this short span of time
saw the total collapse of the Tokugawa feudal system that had been stable for
some 260 years, a duration nearly unparalleled in world history. For the West
(Europe and America), however, the opening of Japan was but one more
stage in the implementation of a grand design, a single step in the centuriesold march towards global colonialist expansion.
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The gradual push to the south of Tsarist Russia, beyond the steppes of
Siberia and on to the Paci³c Ocean, and the landing of several Russian expeditions on the northernmost islands had already alarmed Japan from the end
of the eighteenth century. Just prior to Perry’s arrival, Western powers had
initiated the subjugation of China by military force in the Opium Wars
(1840–1842), eventually reducing the country to a virtual colony in the
Treaty of Nanking. The sense of impending danger had already spread to
Japan by the time Perry showed up. But now the threat of gunboat diplomacy
was striking at the very heart of Japan. In the wake of Perry’s µeet, the
onslaught of the West continued unabated. In 1856, English and French
allied forces invaded northern China and in 1860 occupied Beijing. The
Treaty of Nanking gave England possession of Hong Kong in the form of a
99-year lease, and delivered the maritime provinces to Russia as a reward for
having mediated the alliance between the Chinese and Anglo-French. The
semi-colonial status of China was sealed. Still the Western march did not
come to a halt. In 1863 British war ships bombarded Kagoshima and in 1864
the combined forces of England, France, America, and the Netherlands occupied Shimonoseki.
As the van of Western expansionism approached the shores of the distant islands of Japan, it seemed as if the grand scheme of global expansion
was coming to its ³nal stage. The fall of the Tokugawa regime and the birth
of the Meiji political system took place as a direct result of this challenge from
the West. Such change was unprecedented in Japan’s history. The radical shift
from aristocracy to rule by a warrior class at the end of the Heian period, as
well as the emergence of the Tokugawa feudal system, had both been internal transitions. Now, for the ³rst time, changes were being made under the
pressure of tense relations with the outside world. It was under such circumstances that modern Japan was born.
With the Meiji Restoration, Japan opened up to the world and stepped
on to the stage of world history. The play was already in progress and the
very survival of the nation and its people depended on the role Japan would
take. Nearly all the countries of Asia had, with varying degrees of intervention, been made colonies or semicolonies of Western countries, and for the
foreseeable future would remain so. Having escaped colonization, it took
Japan nearly two decades of all-out effort at a national level to have the
inequitable treaties imposed on it amended, and that only in part. (It would
take another two decades to have them revoked entirely.)
The fact is, the only hope of survival for non-Western nations, caught up
in the plans of Western expansion and face-to-face with the Western powers,
was to forge a new “national consciousness” and make themselves as powerful as the nations of the West. At the time there was no question of any
Western power withdrawing out of respect for any non-Western culture. The
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idea of a plurality of cultures and value-systems would not even reach the
level of nominal recognition at the political level, let alone at the level of practical policies, until a century later. In the interim world history would have to
witness a good many tragedies.
Behind the global expansion of the West lay “Western civilization” in the
broad sense of the term. In the main, this meant military power backed by
modern industry. The ³rst problem that faced Japan, newly arrived on the
set of world history, was how to secure a place for itself while it shared in the
processes of others. The Meiji regime caught the urgency of this demand in
the motto, “Enrich the Country, Strengthen the Military” ()³èo). Japan
succeeded in its task in a relatively short time.
But for a non-Western country, the acquisition of such power in so short
a time could only come at the price of a rupture whose social, cultural, and
spiritual effects were bound to be traumatic. In Japan this problem erupted in
the form of a dispute over “Westernization” in the early years of the Meiji
era. Rival factions led by Õkubo Toshimichi, an advocate of Europeanization,
and Saigõ Takamori, a champion of the samurai ethos, went so far as to take
up arms against one other. In the end, the samurai rebels were defeated by
the imperial conscript forces equipped with its Western weapons.
These two problems, fortifying the country and establishing Japan’s place
in the world on the one hand, and striking a balance between Western-style
modernization and Japanese tradition on the other, were of course interrelated, but as the direction of the “nation” began to take shape, they tended to
develop separately. The latter problem was complicated by the fact that the
strife between traditional culture on the one hand and modernization
through imitation of the West on the other was symptomatic of a larger possibility being played out in the soul of Japan: a new synthesis of Western
and Eastern (Japanese) culture that would extend beyond the frontiers of
Japan. Such a synthesis would be an immense task and require centuries to
complete. Nishida’s intellectual engagement in history is mainly related to
this latter problem. Meantime, the imbalance created by this rapid outward
development and increasing retrocession of the internal conµicts over culture
and tradition only worsened as time went on. The war in question grew
directly out of developments related to the former problem.The strength
Japan acquired originally in order to insure independence from Western powers did not stop there. In order to gain recognition as a power equal to the
countries of the West, Japan began to act imperialistically towards Korea,
China, and others of its Asian neighbors.
The turning point came with the Russo-Japanese war waged over
Manchuria. It pitted a Tsarist Russia that had already obtained a lease on Port
Arthur and Dairen against a Japan that perceived the Russian advances as a
threat to its own lifeline. In the larger context of history, the war involved
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three elements. First was the matter of Japan’s self-preservation and selfaf³rmation as a nation in the face of the Russian threat. Second, it occurred in
the midst of a race among Western nations to defend and expand their own
imperialist “rights and interests” in East Asia. This connection is clear from
the Anglo-Japanese treaty signed in 1902 as a joint effort to counteract the
Russian “drive southwards,” and also from the support England and America
gave to Japan during the war. Third, the Russo-Japanese war was part of the
wider struggle of East Asian countries for independence from Western rule.
Indeed, Japan’s victory served to raise national consciousness among the peoples of India, China, and even Turkey, and to strengthen their resolve against
Western colonization.1
Victory in the Russo-Japanese War brought Japan, in 1911, a complete
revision of the inequitable treaties. For the ³rst time it was recognized, in formal treaty, as an independent nation. Far from tempering its pursuit of equality with the Western powers, this only prompted Japan to exercise its
imperialistic tendencies still further. Through rights obtained in Manchuria at
the expense of Tsarist Russia, it began quasi-colonialist incursions in North
China and, in 1910, annexed Korea as a colony in what it euphemistically
referred to as “the merger of Japan and Korea.” At the very time when the
West was completing its partition of Africa into colonies and semicolonies,
Japan stepped into the ranks of imperialist world powers, thereby aggravating
tensions among those Western nations that had already secured a foothold in
East Asia.
From the time of the Russo-Japanese War, there was a marked ambivalence to Japan’s self-af³rmation. In relation to the countries of Asia, Japan
was behaving like another invading power. To the Western colonizers, it was
an obstacle to their plan of world hegemony. The ambivalence was not lost
on other Asian nations. China’s Sun Yat-sen, for example, acknowledged it in
a speech entitled “Great Asia Spirit,” which he delivered in Kobe in October
1924, a year before his death. He ³rst spoke of Japan’s posture against the
West:
Thirty years ago there was not a single fully independent nation in our
Asian continent…. But, when Asia reached the nadir of its weakness,
there came a turning point; and that turning point is the starting point of
Asia’s resurgence…. Where do I situate that starting point? I see it in
Japan…. The day, thirty years ago, when Japan rejected the unequal
treaties with foreign countries, was the day of resurgence of all our coun1
For historical details of the period, see the chapter entitled “An Historical Investigation of
the National Interests of Japan,” in Š…¨¢ Suzuki Shigetaka, ›ƒtrPWšÕû [Japan in world
history] (Tokyo: Sõbunsha, 1990).
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tries of Asia. At that moment Japan became the ³rst independent nation
in Asia.
But then his tone changes:
You, the Japanese nation, possess the essence of the kingly way (÷Š) of
Asia but have already set a foot on the dominating way (þŠ) of America
and the West. Before the tribunal of world culture, you, the Japanese
nation, will have to make a serious choice whether from now on to
become an agent of the Western dominating way or a bulwark of the
Eastern kingly way.2
Sun Yat-sen’s words reµect the concern of other Asian countries concerning
the direction the Japanese nation would take after the Russo-Japanese War.
These two currents in Japan’s policy µowed together, responding at each
turn to the international political situation. The continuation of these trends
led to the war in question—the war that started with China, spread out to
involve England and America, and ³nally formed one of the arenas of World
War II, drawing the greater part of East and South Asia in with it.
Within Japan, the attitude towards the last war underwent a complete
turnabout. During the actual ³ghting, the idea of opposition to Western
hegemony was stressed and the goal of state policy was presented idealistically as a “New Order” for East Asia and the world at large. Talk of Japanese
expansionism and invasions was kept out of the picture. After the war, it was
customary to de³ne it as a unilateral war of aggression by a militaristic Japan,
brushing aside talk of putting a halt to Western expansionism. Both views
distort historical reality and historical praxis, each of them inspired by historical moods and special interests, whether it be the “holy war” or the proSoviet “peace movement.” Those who see the war exclusively in terms of
Japan’s aggressions tended to side with Soviet Russia in the post-war conµict
between the two superpowers, Russia being the “peace power” and America
the “war power.” (In its ³rst stages, the movement to ban the atomic bomb
even referred to Soviet atomic bombs as “forces for peace.”) Such posturing
only served to heighten already existing tensions.
Others, meantime, came to take a clear and balanced view of both sides.
Takeuchi Yoshimi, for example, who had lived through the travails, advocates
the idea of “Asia as a method.” In a later critical commentary on the
“Overcoming Modernity” symposium held during the war,3 Takeuchi speaks
of the “twofold structure of the Paci³c War” as “a war of conquest and a war
2
Cited in )úÅ Oketani Hideaki, ÅÉ·Pt [An intellectual history of the Shõwa period]
(Tokyo: Bungei Shunjðsha, 1992), 58-9.
3

See the essay by Minamoto Ryõen in this collection, pages 197–229.
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against imperialism.” He traces the duplicity back to the policies of the Meiji
nation, which imposed unequal treaties on Korea and China even as it
worked to reverse the unequal treaties that had been imposed on Japan itself.
Takeuchi asserts further that this duplicity was perpetrated without being
clearly recognized as such. During the Paci³c War, “the two sides fused
together so ³rmly that it was impossible at the time to pry one loose from the
another.” For Takeuchi, this amounts to an “aporia of history.”4 In an
explanatory introduction to the symposium, Matsumoto Ken’ichi makes a
similar observation:
[The war] had a double character: Asia and Japan’s resistance to the
advanced imperialist powers, and Japan’s aggression and imperialism.
When the war broke out, Takeuchi tried to shift the character of the war
away from the latter and towards the former. He tried to do in theory
what Ozaki Hotsumi endeavored to do in politics. Of course, both ventures ended in failure.5
Neither aspect can be reduced to the other. It took them both to bring the
war about, and both to bring it to an end. But history did not end there.
Taking the war in tow, world history entered an age of new international tensions, the “cold war” between the two superpowers of America and the
Soviet Union. Meanwhile, any number of secondary, vicarious wars brought
new devastation and abominations. Looking at the last war in question from
where we stand today, it is both unfair and unhistorical to see Japan’s role as
the only tarnish on the El Dorado of world history.
The war in question was a war of aggression against the countries of East
Asia. For us Japanese to equivocate on this point is morally unacceptable. At
the same time, to stop there is to land ourselves in a historical naiveté that can
only distort our view of today’s world. The fact is, a powerful faction within
the Japanese army actively promoted aggressive military action. But it is not
the case that the war, viewed as a collective effort that includes the ideals of
the people, was a simple act of aggression and no more. Phrases bandied
around at the time such as “the liberation of Asia” and “new world order”
were not mere slogans aimed at camouµaging unjusti³ed incursions into foreign lands. They were slogans, to be sure, but the reason they were believable
to so many Japanese (and to so many other Asians as well, as we see in Sun
Yat-sen’s words) was that they touched on something very real in conditions
at the time.
One need hardly mention the fact that virtually all the Asian countries
that achieved independence after the war, were colonies or semicolonies of
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Western powers during the war. Historically speaking, the Second World War
marked the end of the age of colonization. Such developments in postwar Asia
cannot, of course, be credited to Japan. Still, they did not take place in isolation from the war.6 Giving that side of the story its due consideration does
not require pronouncing a general absolution on aggressive components of
the war. Responsibility for our past demands that Japan take a long, hard
look at the aggressions and bear the burden that is ours. However severe the
moral judgments that history passes, historical events are not decided by
morality alone. This is the pessimistic wisdom of history. Japan was punished
by history, but history took Japan’s place and went on to run its course in Asia.
In his book The One Paci³c War and Another, Shinobu Seizaburõ represents one attempt to take this broader perspective I am suggesting. He treats
the relevant history without playing down the aggressive side or exonerating
Japan for the war it waged. Shinobu bases his position on the work of the
Filipino historians Renato and Leticia Constantino, a husband and wife
whose thesis Shinobu summarizes as follows:
The ordinary interpretation of Japan’s role in the war sees Japan exclusively as the villain and disregards any positive historical effects that may
have resulted from its crimes. The effect is to whitewash the other imperialist countries. Paradoxical as it may sound, the Japanese invasions in
Southeast Asia broke the back of European colonialism, and stimulated
the colonized nations to rethink their status.7
Shinobu makes no attempt to excuse Japan of its misdeeds. All sorts of
domestic and international elements come into the picture, and some of them
may be important in understanding why Japan turned aggressive toward its
neighboring countries in East Asia and how this eventually led to the Paci³c
War. But in the ³nal analysis, Shinobu argues, the war should not have taken
place; much effort should have been expended to resolve the problems by
peaceful means. He rejects the idea that the war was inevitable. By the same
standard, there is some question whether America’s attitude to Japan was the
right one, but even this does not change the fact: Japan was responsible for
beginning the war and it owes a debt to the world. As a Japanese, I can only
say that there was no excuse for what happened, and I believe that many feel
as I do.
6
For example, in Burma, one group in the Japanese military lent its support during the war
to the local Freedom Fighters. In 1981, the independent Burmese government honored seven
Japanese soldiers of that group with the country’s highest Medal of Honor. See =&²XÁ
Shinobu Seizaburõ, A°ráìmB o A‘Lyoku°ráìmB [The one Paci³c war and another]
(Tokyo: Keisõ Shobõ, 1988), 176.
7

See note 6 above. The summary appears on page 3.
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It is not enough to say that there was “no excuse for what happened.”
To be sure, there is much in history that eludes the measure of morality, but
this does not absolve us of our historical responsibility. The gap between
ethics and historical knowledge remains, and with it the “historical aporia”
this has left us with. In the half century since the end of the war, other wars
have broken out. What are the causes, what the conditions, and what is to be
done to eliminate them? These questions represent no less a task for us today
than coming to terms with the past. In August 1945, the “war in question”
ended in the defeat—the utter defeat—of Japan. And rightly so.
I offer these general reµections as a prelude to the main subject of this
essay: the question of Nishida’s involvement in the war. I am aware that
much more needs to be said, both of conditions at home in Japan and on the
international scene, but I defer to more detailed historical studies.8

NISHIDA AND THE WAR

In considering the relationship of Nishida to the war, we not only need to
take into account the criticisms that have been leveled at him, but also to
paint as full and objective a picture as we can from the relevant facts and documents at our disposal. In this latter regard, the ³rst thing to note is that the
nineteen volumes of Nishida’s Complete Works and the numerous other written sources related to his life contain very few statements of his about the
war. We must accordingly be doubly careful to insure that what he did say is
presented in proper context.
The Problem of Japanese Culture
We may begin with Nishida’s general views on the historical developments of
the time, particularly as they are outlined in his oft-criticized 1940 book, The
Problem of Japanese Culture.9 In it we ³nd a short phrase that serves both as
a declaration of principle and a warning to “Japan facing the world”:
In my view, the main thing we must be careful to avoid is making Japan
into a subject (ü¿).… To take a position as one subject vis-à-vis other
subjects, and thereby to negate the others or try to reduce them to oneself, is nothing other than imperialism.10
8
I can recommend, for example, _ªNÄ Nakamura Takafusa, ÅÉt [A history of the Shõwa
period, vol. 1, 1926–1945] (Tokyo: Tõyõ Keizai Shinpõsha, 1993), and the previously cited
work of Oketani Hideaki, An Intellectual History of the Shõwa Period.
9

NKZ 12:275–383. The original was published in 1940 by Iwanami Shoten of Tokyo.
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These words, written in the thick of the China War and two years before the
outbreak of hostilities with England and America, are an unambiguous public criticism directed at what he perceived as a real danger that circumstances
were forcing on Japan at the time. In his opinion the nation must not think of
itself as a subject because this would be tantamount to imperialism. The
words are as clear as the noonday sun, and nothing in the context can leave
room for misunderstanding. It is hard to see how later critics can have overlooked them or misrepresented their intent.
Takeuchi Yoshirõ, whether deliberately or inadvertently, misreads the
term subject to refer to the Western imperialistic attitude and then has Nishida
saying that this was not a danger for Japan. This enables him to conclude that
Nishida was both sanctioning Japan’s imperialistic wars of aggression and
“glorifying the meaning of waging the war.”11 This is typical of the criticisms
aimed at Nishida who was in fact warning of the very dangers he is being
accused of precipitating. Oketani Hideaki, meantime, gives great weight to
The Problem of Japanese Culture as “focused directly on Japan’s situation at
the time.” Oketani stresses its call for a “self-negation of modern Japan”
which lay behind “his warning against the idea of becoming a subject”:
He was not talking about Japanese culture as a historical reality but
about the idea of Japanese culture…. Nishida’s logical system did not ³t
with the image of the world contained in the idea of Japanese culture
that the new political order required. On the contrary, it cut a path that
turned its back on that image of the world as a “way of domination.”12
I believe Oketani’s is the only possible reading of the passage.
The Outbreak of the War in Question
The tensions that would eventually culminate in the Greater East Asia
(Paci³c) War were rapidly growing and Nishida began to feel more and more
apprehensive about the direction things were taking.13 When war ³nally did
break out, Nishida fell into a deep depression. One of his disciples, Aihara
Shinsaku, recalls Nishida’s feelings on 8 December 1941, the day the
Japanese Navy attacked Pearl Harbor. Nishida was hospitalized at the time
with a rheumatic condition. Aihara, learning of what had just transpired,
picked up copies of several newspapers bearing the ominous headlines and
went to visit him:
11
U»ÆÁ Takeuchi Yoshirõ, ì9Õûò¿uû¾ [The state of philosophy in postwar Japan],
„` (March 1987): 150.
12

An Intellectual History of the Shõwa Period, 390, 393.

13

See his letters No. 1541 and 1575, NKZ 19:149, 162.
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Sure enough, Nishida had not yet heard the day’s big news. I will never
forget the expression on his face when I told him what was in the articles
prominently displayed in the special editions of the newspapers. It was a
face ³lled with grave concern and anxiety over the terrible force that had
been let loose. There was nothing in him of the excitement over a great
victory that most people felt. At that moment, his whole body had
become one mass of sadness…. After being released from the hospital,
Nishida had to spend some time in bed. As Japan chalked up one victory
after another and euphoria spread among the public at large, his mood
seemed only to deepen in the opposite direction. On great occasions like
the fall of Singapore, everyone in the school was obliged to take part in
the celebration, whether they wanted to or not. When we visited Nishida
at such times, he invariably expressed his deep apprehension and depression, all the more impressive for its contrast with the prevalent mood
among the people at large.14
Thirty-³ve years earlier, during the Russo-Japanese war, Nishida is said to
have fallen into a similar depression, refusing to be mesmerized by the mood
of the moment, concerning himself rather with the course of history over the
long run. On 5 January 1905, as the fall of Port Arthur was being celebrated
in Japan, Nishida, who was thirty-³ve years old at the time and living in
Kanazawa, wrote in his diary of the “frivolity” of the festivities.15 He had
spent the entire day, morning to night, in zazen, contemplating the victims
of the war and the “long, hard road” that lay ahead. Far from serving as an
escape from reality, zazen gave him the composure he needed to put events
in a larger perspective. Little did he know how long or how hard that road
would be, stretching from the China War to the Paci³c War, and eventually
to the life-and-death struggle of a World War that would end in the fall of
modern Japan. But contrary to what his critics are fond of intimating, he was
not blind to historical reality.
Nishida was born immediately after the Meiji Restoration and lived to
see the rapid changes that took place in Japan in its attempt to face the world
as a modern state through the Meiji, Taishõ, and Shõwa periods. He was alert
to historical events and had no little insight into the direction that history
was taking. As early as March of 1937 we read in one of his letters:
14
oã=6 Aihara Shinsaku, å´r—jmÐØb˜›fÕûWŸu±f [The lot of the Japanese as
foreseen by Nishida], in »,š å´‰¹ [A pro³le of Nishida “Sunshin”] (Kyoto: Reimei
Shobõ, 1949), 42–3.
15
The passage, which can be found in NKZ 17:130, is reproduced in the contribution of
Yusa Michiko to this collection. See below, page 122 and note 48.

86

NISHIDA, NATIONALISM, AND THE WAR IN QUESTION

Contrary to what certain people are saying, the world of the future is not
going to settle into a pattern of nationalisms, each country by its isolated
self. The world will have no rest until it ³nds a way to global cooperation.16
The actual course that Japan took, however, led down a winding path, in a
direction different from the one ethat Nishida had envisioned.
Principles for a New World Order
In May 1943, some eighteen months after the outbreak of the Paci³c War,
the leaders of the Army approached Nishida to write his ideas about Japan’s
role in East Asia. As the military situation grew more serious, an East Asia
Conference was being convened to clarify the idea of the “Greater East Asia
Co-Prosperity Sphere.” Nishida disliked the Army clique, whom he saw as
the real driving force behind the war effort, but he decided to comply with
their request because it had to do with questioning the underlying principles
that were steering Japan through a time of historical crisis; and perhaps also
because it would give him the rare opportunity of directly criticizing the
Army.17
The outline of Nishida’s presentation is preserved in two different texts
bearing the same title, “Principles for a New World Order.”18 Although not
composed on his own initiative, it represents one of the few statements
Nishida made about the war and shows Nishida’s view of history in direct
and concrete relation to the world-historical situation at the time. “In each
age the world has a particular task,” Nishida begins, “and it moves from age
to age in the quest to ful³ll those tasks.” If the eighteenth century was the
age of the self-awakening of the individual and the nineteenth century the
age of the self-awakening of nation-states, the twentieth century, in his view,
is that age in which the plurality of nations undergoes a world-awakening to
16

No. 1078, NKZ 18:589–90.

17

,Œ32 Tanabe Juri, a young man on familiar terms with Nishida and involved in the
episode, explains that “Nishida’s arrival at such a decision, despite his intense dislike of the Army,
shows that he considered the question a matter of gravest importance for the state.” See
œæu»,e−Áå´oÕûu±f [Nishida Kitarõ’s late period and the fate of Japan] (Unoke:
Memorial Society for Nishida Kitarõ, 1962).
18
›ƒGYŸuã7, NKZ 12:426–31. Another version, somewhat different in style and
wording, can be found at the beginning of the booklet cited in note 17. A critical examination
of the texts makes it dif³cult to ascertain how much of the text was actually written by Nishida
himself. I have chosen to use this text because the expressions related to the East Asia CoProsperity Sphere basically correspond to Nishida’s ideas on the matter, and because this is the
text cited by those of Nishida’s critics who want to argue that he was an “ideologue of imperialism.”
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a single, world-historical world. Each nation must open up to the world as
the age of imperialist colonialism draws to a close, and this requires ³rst that
each nation open itself up to the particular sphere into which geographic conditions and cultural traditions have placed it (not unlike what is going on
today in the move for a united Europe). It is out of the mutually reinforcing
relationships of these particular worlds, Nishida felt, that a global world can
become a reality. This was his basic principle for a new world order. We may
summarize the basic ideas common to both versions of the text as follows,
using Nishida’s own words as far as possible:
A peace that embraces all of humankind is possible only if all nations and
peoples, awakened to their common world-historical mission, ³rst form
particular worlds or “co-prosperity spheres,” in line with existing geographical and cultural bonds; and further if, through the mutual cooperation of these different co-prosperity spheres, a world in the true sense of
the word, a global world, comes into being. To make such a global world
a reality by setting up co-prosperity spheres that can cooperate among
each other is the world-historical task that has fallen to the present age….
The historical task of the peoples of East Asia here is to build an East
Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere…and by means of it, to help make the global
world a reality.
Peoples and nations that formerly lacked adequate means to connect
with each other due to geographic limitations, have been brought into a
common world space through scienti³c progress and the improvement
of communications. But today that world has been cast into a violent
struggle in which gigantic states compete with each other in that world
space. There is only one way to put an end to this, and that is for each
state to become aware of its world-historical mission, and to contribute
to the formation of a single global world by transcending itself while
remaining true to itself. This is what I mean by referring to the present as
the age of the world-awareness of peoples and states. The particular task
of the peoples of East Asia as we stand at this new frontier of the history
of humanity, the realization of a global world, is to establish an East Asia
Co-Prosperity Sphere.
As the above résumé makes clear, Nishida takes the idea of a “Greater
East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere” that was being propagated at the time and
puts it in a larger context of a plurality of co-prosperity spheres. The fact that
he does not himself adopt the almost sacrosanct formula “Greater East Asia
Co-Prosperity Sphere” is not without signi³cance. For him, “East Asia” was
merely one particular geographical division and “co-prosperity sphere” no
more than the single form of a plural reality.
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Nishida’s idea of co-prosperity spheres is based on the idea of a plurality
of “particular worlds” (–%í›ƒ) in his philosophy of history. Particular
worlds mediate between individual peoples or states on the one hand and the
global world on the other. (In mentioning peoples as well as nations, Nishida
frequently means to single out peoples subjected to colonial rule by other
nations, and thus to hint at their potential for independence.) He assigns a
central role to “particular worlds” in bringing a peaceful, new world order
because he feared that without the mediation of concrete unities based on
regional and cultural traditions, multinational institutions by themselves—for
example, international federations—would end becoming no more than new
arenas for new clashes of interests among the great powers. Accordingly, he
calls on individual peoples and nations, which he envisions as joining to form
particular worlds that then unite to form a single global world, “to transcend
themselves while remaining true to themselves.” This later quali³cation reiterates his continued respect for the historical life of speci³c people with
speci³c cultural traditions. The enjoinder to “transcend themselves and the
particular historical conditions out of which they developed,” on the other
hand, implies a limit to the political sovereignty of individual nations by
themselves.19
The pivotal role that Nishida assigns to particular worlds in his principles
for a new and peaceful world order was not without its own foundation in
history. The experience of World War I had convinced him world peace was
impossible at the two extremes of self-determined, isolated individual countries and peoples on the one hand, and large world organizations on the
other. World organizations (like today’s United Nations) are, of course, necessary, but Nishida’s point was that they need the infrastructure of relations
among particular worlds small enough in scale to retain a concrete communal
character. Only in this careful interplay of particular worlds and the global
world can we understand the difference between Nishida’s East Asia co-prosperity sphere and the “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere” in whose
name the war was being waged.
The title of his proposal, “Principles for a New World Order,” is deliberate. The New World Order suggests an old order that is passing away,
namely the order shaped by global expansion and world domination on the
part of Western countries. The historical reasons for why the countries of the
West were able to attain world hegemony do not, he insisted, suf³ce to justify the perpetuation of that hegemony. If a new order is to come about, it will
require full consciousness of that fact—as self-evident as this may sound to us
19
Nishida originally suggested that the foundation for the unity of the human race would lie
in a cultural synthesis. In The Problem of Japanese Culture, he writes: “Without achieving a cultural synthesis, we cannot really speak of a unity among human beings” (NKZ 12:375).
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in 1994, it was far from self-evident half a century ago—and also an awareness of the task that history has given non-Western nations and peoples,
namely to come up with an alternative.
Moreover, by focusing his proposal on the Principles for a new world
order, Nishida implies that the standpoint from which a new order is created
must take care not to become imperialistic itself. This same point comes out
clearly in the pages of The Problem of Japanese Culture. It is reiterated in a
conversation between Nishida and leaders of the Army as reported in a
memorial lecture by Tanabe Juri (who was present on the occasion as a gobetween). At one point Nishida is said to have thundered back at one of the
of³cers in unmistakable terms:
What are you saying? It sounds like imperialism to me! You call it a “CoProsperity Sphere,” but how can it be co-prosperity if it doesn’t meet the
needs of all the peoples involved? If it means giving our side the right to
make all the decisions and tell the other side to “Do this and don’t do
that,” it is a simple coercion sphere, not a co-prosperity sphere.20
Still, it seems clear that Nishida’s ideas on global awareness were lost on
the leaders of the Army, and this left him more discouraged than ever. We
read in his letters at the time statements like these:
I get more and more disgusted at what I read in the papers. My ideas are
not being understood at all. Nothing seems to get through. The expressions I used are not important; what matters are the basic principles
behind them.
I am truly saddened at the thought that our country is getting to the
point that we old bookworms in our studies have dreaded from the start.
I have already given up all hope.21
The Tug-of-War over Meaning
That the global or “world” character of Nishida’s thought came under heavy
attack by proponents of a narrow Japanism (Õû_ ü–) and ideologues of
the “Japanese spirit” who held sway over public opinion is hardly surprising.22
The text and the wider context of “Principles for a New World Order” represented a clear critique of the Japanists and an unmistakable warning to the
20

Nishida Kitarõ’s Late Period and the Fate of Japan, 27.

21

Letters No. 1783, 1784, 1951 (July 1944), and 1986 (September 1944). Like D. T.
Suzuki, Nishida had foreseen the defeat of Japan from quite early on.
22
As Nishida con³ded in a letter at the time, “Of late even the likes of me have become the
target of attacks by these narrow Japanists.” Letter No. 1791, NKZ 19:247.
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Army. By twisting the phrase “Greater East Asian Prosperity Sphere” to his
own purposes, Nishida set up a kind of “war over words” with the Army and
the Japanists. In the tense atmosphere of a war in progress, Nishida’s tug-ofwar for the meaning of words could not but be taken as a criticism of the war
effort in general. The powers-that-be were quick enough to realize this and
hence redoubled their attacks on him. A passing comment by Shimomura
Toratarõ illuminates the situation:
After the war, it [Nishida’s text] became the brunt of simplistic criticisms. We must not forget, however, that at the time nobody was able to
propose a theory against the fanatical idea of national polity (³¿Ç). We
should rather be impressed by Nishida’s courage and fervor.23
THE “IMPERIAL WAY”

Nishida’s engagement in the war of words was not restricted to his 1943
rede³nition of the co-prosperity sphere. It applied also to the term Imperial
Way (yŠ) and the much-touted Japanese spirit (Õû·P).24 In each case, it
will not escape the attentive reader that Nishida is not promoting these slogans. He is no more a theoretician of the Imperial Way and the Japanese spirit
than he was of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. Quite the contrary, at a time when many were bandying these ideas around mindlessly,
Nishida seemed to be saying: if these words are to be used, then let them be
used in a clearly de³ned sense. On his own, he would have no reason to use
these terms. But as they were already on everybody’s lips, he tried to give
them an acceptable content. His phrasing makes his intentions clear enough
in passages where he writes “that would turn Imperial Way into a way of
domination,” or “that is not the Japanese spirit.”
The Problem of Japanese Culture and “Principles for a New World
Order,” together with the other material appended to volume 12 of the
Collected Works, must not be read as Nishida’s own program but as critical
writings in a deliberate “tug-of-war” over meaning. To borrow a phrase from
Nakajima Kenzõ’s, “Even today, if one reads the texts in that light, it is easy
to see what Nishida was doing.”25 I have the impression that those of
23
Cited from the afterword to the addenda of the volume in Nishida’s Collected Works that
contains the text of “Principles for a New World Order,” NKZ 12:470.
24

We ³nd this as early as 1940 in The Problem of Japanese Culture.

_SÁ‰ Nakajima Kenzõ, ÅÉ´Ö [The Shõwa period] (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1957),
115; see 112–15 and 125 for more on Nishida. Nakajima also examines a text that is often mistaken by critics for a document of Nishida’s “Japanese spirit” ideology, namely, the “Opinion
Paper” that Nishida sent to the ³rst general meeting of the Committee for the Renewal of
Education and Scholarship set up by the Ministry of Education, of which Nishida was a member.
Nakajima shows how, given the context of the time, its tone is critical of that ideology.
25
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Nishida’s critics who fail to sense here “the agony of an awakened mind” are
still reading in the dark.
One further aspect of this semantic struggle needs mentioning in connection with The Problem of Japanese Culture. Although ³rst published in
1940, the book is actually an expansion on a series of “Monday Lectures”
that Nishida delivered at Kyoto Imperial University in the spring of 1938 and
that were printed soon after as a tract with the same title.26 We thus have at
our disposal two texts, which I will refer to as the lectures text and the book
text. The latter incorporates the former but is more than three times as long
and is also rather different in content. The differences I will examine here were
introduced in the two-year interval between their respective publications.
Both editions of The Problem of Japanese Culture appended the text of
separate talks on “Scholarly Method” delivered in Tokyo in 1937. Clearly
Nishida himself felt that the contents of the Tokyo talks were central to his
treatment of Japanese culture. The lecture text opens with a remark on the
Tokyo talks:
I entitled the talk “Scholarly Method” in order to stress the importance
of methodology and to make clear my ³rm conviction that it be given
due respect in future discussions about Japanese culture. The reader may
feel, as in fact I do myself, that this is too obvious to mention. I wish it
were so, but I think we ³nd ourselves in a time when it needs repeating.
Nowadays things that are clear enough without being said have to be
spoken.27
This simple statement makes it clear that Nishida wanted his voice to be
heard as a critique of the times. As the rest of the contents of the lectures
show, the focus of his critique was the fashionable idea of “Japanese spirit.”
The book text and lectures text both preserve this basic thrust, but they
differ widely on two counts. First, in the book Nishida added a great deal of
material that clari³es his original intention to distance himself from the ideology of the “Japanese spirit.” Three of the book’s eight chapters (2, 3, and
4—in all, 45 pages or nearly half of the whole) were new. The preface
explains: “In these chapters I have stated the main premises that guide my
thinking in treating problems like those that occupy me in this book.” In
them Nishida summarizes ideas recently developed in his Philosophical Essays,
especially in his essay on “Theory and Life.” The expressions Japan, Japanese
spirit, and Japanese culture do not appear in these pages. While this may seem
to destroy the balance of the book, it serves Nishida with a chance to make it
clear that his own basic interest lay on a different level.
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The second difference between the two versions of the text has to do
with the attention given to the term Imperial Way. In the lecture text, the
term does not occur at all, except obliquely in one reference to the “imperial
family.” “Scholarly Method” uses the term once, in a phrase that reads:
“…the Imperial Way must be seen as global [›ƒí, open up to the world].”
In the book text, however, Imperial Way appears often and conspicuously
throughout the second half. But his aim is not to champion the idea but to
engage it in the “semantic struggle.” The years during which he wrote the
book text, 1938 to 1940, were a time when the ideologues of Imperial Way
had succeeded in swaying public opinion as never before. Chapter 5 introduces the term precisely in order to give Nishida the chance to distance himself from those with whom it is associated:
A confrontation is being proclaimed in our country between totalism and
individualism…. Those who try to think from the standpoint of our
country itself speak of the Imperial Way.28
The context makes it clear that he is not trying to present Imperial Way
an an ideal, but to warn against its inherent danger of making Japan into a
subject, “which would make the Imperial Way no more than a way of domination; it would turn the Imperial Way into an imperialism.”29 The “true
meaning” of the term, he goes on to say, is disclosed only from a global
standpoint: “it must contribute to the world.”
As mentioned earlier, the three middle chapters of the book were
Nishida’s way of drawing the questions back to a more basic, philosophical
level. In fact, after completing The Problem of Japanese Culture, he published
a series of philosophical essays in rapid succession that proved to be a great
drain on his energies. In 1940 he wrote a piece inspired by Kierkegaard,
“Prolegomena to a Practical Philosophy,” and another on “Poiesis and
Praxis.” In 1941, he composed “Artistic Creation as an Act of Shaping
History.” And so he continued his philosophical labors proper through to
the last two essays written in 1945, the year he died: “The Philosophical
Foundation of Mathematics” and his swan song, “The Logic of Place and a
Religious Worldview.”
THE EMPEROR AND THE IMPERIAL FAMILY

Another point of contention for Nishida’s postwar critics was the view of the
“imperial family” presented in The Problem of Japanese Culture.” By and large
those who lodge the complaints are “anti-emperor” to begin with and dis28
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posed to hold Emperor Shõwa responsible for his role in the war. Simply put,
the facts at our disposal do not support the conclusion that the emperor
encouraged the war effort. Already in 1936, in what has come to be known as
the 2-26 (26 February) Incident, it was the emperor himself who decided to
hold the leaders of the attempted military coup subject to the charge of
mutiny. It can also be demonstrated that the emperor was extremely wary
about entering into war with the West. Nor is the case any stronger for those
who shift the focus away from the emperor personally to the “emperor system” as such. If anything, the presence of the emperor was seen by warmongering elements in the military as an obstacle to be overcome in the pursuit of
their goals. There is every reason to believe that without him, things would
have been much easier for them.
Nishida himself was sympathetic to the imperial family. That is a fact. He
was born into the very age that saw Japan become a modern state with the
emperor as a symbol of the new experiment in national uni³cation. This very
symbolic presence was instrumental in drawing the curtain on the rule of a
warrior class that had lasted for several centuries and in helping inaugurate a
nation that might take its place in the world. As a “Meiji youth” Nishida
grew up watching the newborn state take its ³rst stumbling steps.
The important point to note here is that Nishida’s cordial sentiments
toward the emperor are not directly related to the meaning he attaches to the
idea of the emperor in his philosophy. Far from advocating the emperorideology of the champions of the “Japanese spirit” during the war, Nishida
had early premonitions that the alliance of the “reactionary caucus of intellectuals” with the imperial family is “something extremely dangerous.”30 Not
surprisingly, the Japanists criticized him for “a philosophy not in line with
the empire of Japan.”31
Critics of Nishida’s stance towards the emperor almost invariably point
to his phrase, “The imperial family is a self-identity of contradictories, a being
of non-being ([uÀ).”32 This is taken of proof that he held the emperor (or
the imperial family) to be absolute, and from there it is but a short leap to
conclude that he was a collaborator in the war. Only a look at the actual context of these remarks can resolve the question.
To begin with, Nishida never refers to the imperial family as an “absolute
self-identity of contradictories” but only as a simple “self-identity of contradictories.” The two expressions are carefully distinguished in The Problem of
Japanese Culture, and the non-absolute formulation—as indeed the expres-
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sion “a being of non-being”33—is used in other contexts as well. An examination of the text clearly shows that when Nishida uses the term in reference
to the imperial family he is describing it without absolutizing it. In contrast,
the “absolute self-identity of contradictiories” is reserved for such things as
“Buddha-life” or the original “Self.”34
WAR AND STRUGGLE

Nishida’s cautious use of the word war in The Problem of Japanese Culture
also deserves attention. Note the following, where the term is clearly spoken
of as an evil to be overcome:
When one nation possesses enormous power, peace may be preserved for
a while. But this peace is made possible only by the enslavement of other
peoples. Not only does this lead to human decadence, it is impossible to
keep hold on such power forever. As other peoples rise up in strength
against it, it has no choice but to fall into the miseries of war. And this
can end up in the destruction of human culture.35
On the other hand, the term struggle (ym) is used occasionally to refer to
something of positive signi³cance:
33
For example, Nishida writes, “Buddhism is a radical pursuit of the Self and thinks of the
Self as something that is being yet non-being” (NKZ 12:364).
34
The absolute expression is used most frequently in the ³rst three chapters of The Problem of
Japanese Culture, where Nishida is summarizing his philosophical position, and only occasionally
in chapters 5 and later. Thus the philosophical context for his allusions to “the world of the
absolute self-identity of contradictories” is clearly his idea that “the point at which we become
historically creative in shifting from the position of what has been made to that of maker brings
us into touch with the absolute self-identity of absolute contradictories” (NKZ 12:316).
The simple expression also occurs in the three philosophical chapters, as for instance when he
claims that “the world of matter is a self-identity of the contradictories space and time,” or “the
laws of physics represent the form in which the world moves in the manner of a self-identity of
contradictories” (12:294). Later he applies the simple expression, again with no reference to the
imperial family, to “heaven and earth” (12:347), “subject and environment” in Greek culture,
(12:354), and the transition from one age to another (12:378). In none of these cases is the
quali³er absolute used.
After chapter ³ve, we still ³nd him using the absolute expression. For example, he refers to
the world of matter as “the self-determination of a world as a self-identity of contradictories.”
But he reverts to the absolute formula in explaining the famous formula from Hua-yen Buddhist
philosophy, “the unobstructed interpenetration of things” (ªª[˜), as reality determining reality itself. Or again, in a Zen reference, he claims that “[The place of the self] must be the
Buddha-life of which Dõgen speaks and which itself is an absolute self-identity of contradictories” (12:369).
35
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Struggle is always present in history as the pain accompanying the development of a new world. The progress of history is tragic. That is where
new humans have to be born…. In today’s world, too, this is where a
new mode of being human has to come to birth.36
In passages such as these Nishida scrupulously avoids the term “World War”
and speaks rather of a “World Struggle.” I believe that he does this in order
not to give the impression of approving of war in history. For Nishida, war
was something that ought not to be; and where it existed, a tragedy. People
that have passed through the gates of tragedy need to be reborn, creatively. If
not, human culture may come to an end.
Conclusions on Nishida and the War
I conclude from the foregoing that criticisms depicting Nishida as a nationalist, a promoter of the “Japanese spirit,” a supporter of the war, an ideologue
of the Greater East Asia War, an absolutizer of the emperor, and so forth cannot be substantiated either in Nishida’s own writings or in their actual historical context. Rather, precisely because these labels could not be applied to
him, Nishida was misunderstood by the military and attacked by the ideologues of the “Japanese spirit.”
This being so, the real question is then how to explain this critique of
Nishida as a historical phenomenon. As a group his accusers do not seem to
have gone to the trouble of reading the entire text of The Problem of Japanese
Culture, looking at its historical context, or paying attention to Nishida’s
own interests as outlined in the philosophical essays he wrote during this period.
During the war, Nishida was attacked as an anti-nationalist “globalist” by
nationalists who promoted the “Japanese spirit.” After the war, left-wing ideologists, radical Marxists, and their followers spearheaded the attack against
him as a nationalistic ideologue of the “Japanese spirit.” That Nishida’s philosophy should have been subjected to the afµiction of so much misunderstanding during the war and afterwards is a historical phenomenon of some
moment. No doubt, each side did so in order to justify its own position, a
justi³cation on whose ³nal verdict history will one day speak. At present in
Europe and the United States, half a century after the end of the war, the
shades of these criticisms rise up again. Quite apart from the attempt of
philosophers, theologians, and scholars of religion to engage in a positive dialogue with thinkers like Nishida and Nishitani, a countercurrent seems bent
on washing Nishida out of the picture as a nationalistic theoretician of
“Japanese culture” and a promoter of the war. It is a phenomenon, I repeat,
whose meaning eludes me.
36
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Throughout his life, in everything that happened to him and everything
that he did, Nishida remained the philosopher. Even while under attack by
the nationalists and actual warmongers in the Army, and in a condition of
“utter starvation,” Nishida wrote one philosophical essay after the other, all
the way up to his death in June 1945. As he wrote in a letter, “I want to do
as much as possible of the work that only I can do, and leave it to posterity.”37
Two months after Nishida’s death, modern Japan collapsed in a defeat that
he had long foreseen.
Nishida lost his “tug-of-war over meaning.” The turn of events obliges
us to acknowledge that his plan ended in failure. We cannot but acknowledge his failure in the context of his time. But matters did not end there.
After the war criticisms of Nishida resumed with no less vehemence, but from
a different quarter. Instead of being accused of obstructung the war effort he
was accused of having promoted it. This makes his failure seem all the
greater.
History often has a way of absorbing the destinies of individuals into its
own currents, and I believe that this is what happened to Nishida’s war of
words with the Army. This does not mean that Nishida’s thought as such suffered a failure. Among those who judge him guilty of collaboration in the
war there is considerable difference of opinion about his philosophy. Some
argue from his complicity in the war that there is no point to looking any further into his philosophy, that it should simply be rejected as is. Others ³nd
the grounds for his participation in the war in his philosophy itself, that his
complicity points to an intrinsic µaw in his thought. Finally, there are those
who claim that certain weak points in his philosophy led Nishida, unknowingly, into complicity with the war. In each case, the assumption is that
Nishida conspired with the war effort and that this is somehow due to the
nature of his philosophy. The assumption of complicity, as I have tried to
show, lacks foundation either in fact or in the written word. If any of those
positions are to be pursued, this assumption has ³rst to establish itself as a
conclusion based on evidence.
Criticism of Nishida’s philosophy as such, including the social dimension, is another question altogether. Moreover, the question of the
signi³cance of Nishida’s ideas at the time and of what meaning they may have
for us today who have survived the defeat of the “war of words” he waged in
different circumstances, are matters that merit treatment in their own right.
Here again, however, we must take care not to isolate our questions from the
factual and textual evidence discussed above.
In the foregoing I have put the primary accent on Nishida’s published
writings, but the material found in his letters and diaries is important for a
37
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balanced picture. I would like to close this treatment of Nishida and the war
by citing a few short passages from letters he wrote near the end of his life.
As to the present situation of our country, …unfortunately things have
come to just where we thought they would. I think the fundamental mistake was entrusting the self-con³dence of the people in the hands of military power.38
Tokutomi says people did not show the same energy in the present war
that they did in the Sino-Japanese and Russo-Japanese wars—in other
words, that they did not march to the beat of his drum. But the people
are more advanced in their thinking than leaders like Tokutomi were.39
The Jews laid the foundations for development into a world religion
during the years of the Babylonian captivity. This is how a truly spiritual
people should be. A nation that associates its self-con³dence with military might perishes when the military power does.40
Hitler, too, has come a miserable end. The proverb has it that, “whatever
you can get away with is justi³ed,” but when all is said and done, this is
not the case. Many people today are saying that power-worshipping
totalitarianism is the direction to go, but I ³nd such an idea thoroughly
old-fashioned and outdated. The direction we need to take is one that
reverses the move towards totalitarianism, namely a new globalism.
Whether we admit it or not, the world is already going that way.41
The terms world and global are pivotal here, both in Nishida’s philosophy as
a whole and in his understanding of the historical situation of the time.
Nishida’s letters show that he followed the course of the war closely,
month after month, aware of what was happening and with the foresight to
realize that it would end in the defeat of Japan. This spurred him all the more
to direct his thinking beyond the problem of “modern Japan” to consider
the place of Japan as a “culture” or “historical body” in the wider world.
“Must we not turn our efforts in the direction of discovering what is global in
the culture of our country and at rebuilding Japan on that basis?” he asked in
38
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one of his last letters.42 It is to that “problem of culture” that we turn our
attention in the next section.

NISHIDA AND THE PROBLEM OF CULTURE

Nishida’s ideas on the encounter among cultures in a global community represent, I believe, a concrete answer to the question of what meaning his philosophy can still have for us today. From the time of “the war in question”
on, intercommunication among the different cultures of the world has
become one of humanity’s most pressing concerns. Each culture has something special about it that pervades everything from religion to social behavior, and it is those very differences of thinking, acting, and living that
continue to cause frictions and even lead to war. Nishida’s The Problem of
Japanese Culture and his 1937 lecture on “Scholarly Method” are an attempt
to address this very problematic.
To begin with, the choice of the word problem in the title of his book
makes it clear that his concern is not with analyzing Japanese culture as such
but in clarifying what is at stake in its encounter with the cultures of the west:
“The problem of [Japanese] culture today is what attitude to take towards
world culture.” In stating the question this way, Nishida sets himself up in
critical opposition to the current ideological currents proclaiming the virtues
of the “Japanese spirit”:
Current conventions think in terms of digesting Western culture with a
Japanese spirit, a kind of twist on the old saying “Japanese soul, Chinese
learning” (ÉÓ+î). In other words, the idea is that there is something
called “Japanese spirit” and…that it is up to us to package a synthesis of
foreign culture around the core of this spirit…. I ³nd this an extremely
shallow and unpro³table approach.43
Nishida continues this unmistakable criticism of the “shallowness” of the ideology of the “Japanese spirit” with remarks like the following:
One of the fashionable super³cialities going around today is the talk of a
“Japanese science.” The adjective Japanese adds nothing…. People that
talk about the Japanese spirit today tend to boast of the particularity of
Japanese culture. But…now that the world has become a reality, we cannot relate to it as a mere particularity. That particularity must take on an
international historical character.
42
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Japan is in the world, and therefore reverence for our particularity alone,
for things Japanese, is not enough. True culture does not lie there….
Japanese culture must acquire a global character.44
These are strong words, and indeed the text as a whole is the bold expression
of someone who continued his whole life to ³ght for a way of thinking that
would open the initial encounter of East and West out into the wider world.
This single word world runs like a leitmotif throughout the pages of The
Problem of Japanese Culture. At a time when everything having to do with the
wider “world” was suspect—so much so that Nishida even noted ironically
that the word itself had all but become taboo45—such an insistence on ³tting
the particularity of Japan into a global context represents a strong critique of
the spirit of the times.46
The assumption is, of course, that Japan must continue to learn from
Western culture. That is what Nishida himself had done already from his
youth. For him the learning process went hand-in-hand with a critical
reµection on his own culture. He often repeats the claim that Japanese (and
Eastern) culture “has no theory.” (His frequent interchange of the terms
Japanese and Eastern indicates that he considered the two together vis-à-vis
Western culture and saw Japanese culture always in relation to its background
in the East.) What he means is that it lacked a theory with scholarly form. The
following passages illustrate the point:
[Culture] should not be dogmatic. It must be formed conceptually by
strict scholarly methods. It must have theory…. It must contain selfcriticism. For a spirit to become scholarly means that it should be objectively recognizable to people.47
I am of the opinion that the serious study of basic theory in our country
is still weak in every branch of learning.48
A living spirit must possess theory.49
The choice of the word spirit in the last remark belongs to the “tug-of-war
over meaning” dealt with earlier. Fully aware of the associations his readers
44
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would make with “Japanese spirit,” he deliberately gave the word a meaning
different from that of the rightists at the time. He is saying in effect: if you
must talk about a “Japanese spirit,” then you should realize what this word
spirit implies. Once this transposition has been made, Nishida himself was
not averse to taking over the term Japanese spirit for his own critical purposes. As Nakajima Kenzõ reminds us, in the “mood of the times,” such an
“audacious critique” was “not hinted at so much as clearly written between
the lines.” He offers the following paraphrase of Nishida’s critique of the
“Japanese spirit”:
Its advocates pretend to be unifying the intellectual world of our country
for the present and the future by means of the Japanese spirit. But this
Japanese spirit is not even a mode of thought. It is unreasonable to
expect it to unify anything…. Even from where we stand today, Nishida’s
intentions are clear if read in this light.50
Nishida’s idea is that by learning from Western culture the spirit of giving scholarly form to theory, Japanese culture will be able to overcome itself
and step out into the world. But learning theory means ³rst of all learning the
methods that shape theory. This is what he means when he tells his fellow
Japanese, “We need new theory.”51
For the East to step out into the world entails realities that fall outside
the pale of the theoretical concerns of the West. Theory may have originated
in the West, but the East presents the challenge of new elements to be incorporated into theory. I am reminded here of the oft-cited remarks of Nishida:
[Might we not say that] at the bottom of Eastern culture lies something
like “seeing the form of the formless” or “hearing the voice of the voiceless”?… I would like to give that claim philosophical footings.52
As highly as he valued Japanese and Eastern culture, Nishida took a stance
that straddled East and West:
I resonate with the depth and dignity of Eastern culture, but I cannot
bring myself to forego my fondness for the wealth of Western culture
that has meant such a great development of free humanness. My appreciation for things Eastern, like the paintings of Sesshð and Chinese verse,
is not dimmed by the fact that the oil paintings of Rembrandt and the
poetry of Goethe move me as they do.53
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In speaking of a new theory for Japan, Nishida was therefore concerned that
its global embrace include not only Western culture, the birthplace of theory,
but also the traditions of the East. Indeed, the very fact that the East had not
developed theoretical form gave it a distinct character and value.
The position of learning from the other through self-negation that
Nishida took, the standpoint in the between () of intercultural space, was
one that he saw as a common vocation for all humanity “now that the world
has become a reality.” The reality of that world as the locus for both self and
other, generates the demand for theory shaped by cultures East and West:
It is not a question of Eastern culture negating Western culture or viceversa, nor of subsuming one into the other. It is a probing deeper than
we have gone so far until both are bathed in a new light.54
This seems to me to offer a new principle in terms of which to think. It
also broadens the task of culture into something eternal that arches over the
history and the present moment. (By now, the encounter of North and South
also has become an explicit part of the task.) This concern with forming a
new theory, spanning East and West, out of a deeper foundation is one that
occupied Nishida to the end of his life. Only weeks before he died, he wrote
Kõsaka Masaaki asking him to send a copy of John Dewey’s Essays in Experimental Logic, anxious as ever for any scrap of insight that would broaden the
base of this intercultural between.
The “something fundamentally different”55 about Eastern cultures that
Nishida spoke of was more apparent at ³rst to those outside of the West,
since it was these latter who were forced to adapt to Western culture for their
own survival. The division this created within the soul of those raised in
Eastern cultures made the heterogeneity painfully evident. The coming to
birth of a global world was experienced by those in non-Western cultures as
a dividedness in their own inner selves. To talk of unifying cultures East and
West meant healing a dividedness in their own existence brought about by a
world that had already become a reality. At the very time that this pain was
intensifying among non-Western cultures, culture in the West tended to look
on them as “outsiders,” low-level civilizations, or exotic curiosities. The
recognition of non-Western cultures as “other cultures” with which to relate
is a relatively recent phenomenon, perhaps as recent as the latter half of the
twentieth century.
The “problem of Japanese culture” as Nishida saw it is therefore clearly a
problem for the entire world today. His answer, a new unity based on a deeper
foundation, has to heal not only the rift between cultures but also the rift in
54
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the self that this “being-in-the-one-world” originates. What brought Nishida
clarity of insight in this regard was his contact with the problem of “Zen and
Western philosophy.”
As is well known, for a period of nearly ten years, beginning in his twenties, Nishida gave himself heart and soul to the practice of Zen meditation. At
the time, as his diaries and letters attest, he was also devouring the classics of
Western philosophy, from the ancient Greeks up to contemporary authors. In
his own person the global world had become a reality and a painful split: on
the one hand, a philosophy that originated in the West as a science of
reµection, and even a high-µown reµection on reµection; on the other, the
Eastern praxis of Zen, which implied an overcoming of reµection, a knowing
of “non-knowing.” The split was too deep and too broad to think of subsuming one into the other. But neither would Nishida forsake one for the
other. Only the awareness that this was the world in which he had been
“located” enabled him to accept the world-split in his very person as a task to
be overcome. It was as if he had given himself over to two worlds whose otherness split him down the middle but whose unity was already in the making.
The split was itself his gateway to the “deeper foundations” of unity. Unlike
nihonjinron (Õû^Ç) theories of Japanese uniqueness, or even of comparative culture and thought, being bandied about at the time, Nishida’s intellectual efforts were rooted in his own self, and it was out of this self that all his
philosophical works sprung.56
In a sense, Nishida represents the ³rst encounter of the history of Zen
and the history of Western philosophy. He himself saw a precedent in the art
historian, Alois Riegl (1858–1905).57 In Western aesthetical theory, “classical” Greek art had become the standard of beauty, but Riegl argued that
this approach did not serve to explain other artistic traditions, such as the
geometrical art of Egypt. This led him (with others like Jane Harrison,
Konrad Fiedler, and Robert W. Worringer) to propose the idea of an absolute
aesthetic impulse at the root of all artistic endeavor, which he described as a
“formative will” that branches out in two directions: the impulse toward
“em-pathy” (Einfühlung) and the drive toward “ab-straction” (Abstraktion).58 This enabled Riegl to recognize a form of beauty in Egyptian art distinct from that of Greek art but no less rooted in the aesthetic impulse.
56
For a fuller description of these questions, see my ™àoÀ· [Experience and self-awareness] (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1994), chapter 3, “Zen and Philosophy.”
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The directly relevant passages can be found in NKZ, 12:390–1 and 14:403–5. Nishida
treats Riegl’s thought in detail in •tí†¨6äo^mu©nS6 [Artistic creation as a historymaking activity], NKZ 10:177–265.
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Nishida “translates” these ideas in his own way: “one is the joy of personalizing nature and
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Nishida found himself in deep sympathy with Riegl’s idea:
According to Riegl—and I consider this an important idea—in comparing things our thinking must not begin from their perfected forms, but
from the process by which they formed.59
Riegl proposed his theory in connection with art forms, but I wish to
extend this to philosophy and religion…. Just as Riegl brought to light a
deeper and wider concept by his study of different aesthetic traditions,…
I believe we can uncover the essence of human culture itself [in its true
depth and scope].60
Nothing here contains the slightest trace of the ideology of the “Japanese
spirit” or the idea of the “superiority of Japanese culture.” Nishida’s ruling
idea was that a true encounter between different things leads to “something
deeper.” We see this in the idea of an Urkultur (ãk5) that he proposed as
a way to µesh out his notion of a “deeper foundation.”61 Coined in analogy
with Goethe’s idea of an “original plant,” the hypothesis of an “original culture” helped him to understand different cultures as transformation of one
and the same original. The suggestion is not that we seek some primordial
culture existing in a distant past by following the transformations of culture
through history back to their source. Nishida’s Urkultur looks rather to the
future, as a project to be undertaken by a plurality of particular cultures in
encounter, learning each to understand itself as a speci³c form of a common
culture, “complementing and being complemented by other cultures in order
to form a world culture and give shape to a complete humanity.”62
In relativizing one’s own culture, one comes at the same time to recognize it as something that is non-relative, particular, and unique. This explains
how Nishida is able to incorporate the obvious particularities of Eastern culture without submitting to their ideological agenda of the right. Far from
impeding contact with other relative cultures, the origin of relativity in a
common root puts it on a solider basis. Thus he is able to speak of Eastern
culture as “fundamentally different” from Western culture and yet of “entering deeply into the foundations of Western culture.” And within this interrelationship of different cultures a new world culture is taking shape, making
the “original culture” projected into the future a reality of the present.
I ³nd these ideas a seedbed of suggestiveness for us today, ³fty years after
Nishida’s death, in an age highly conscious of cultural plurality. He envi59
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sioned a new possibility, different from cultural imperialism or the simple
“clash of civilizations,” in which something absolute would work creatively to
bring about a new reality, a new form of relationship among cultures in which
the relativization of each culture would include a self-negation enabling it to
relate to every other relative culture (or what Nishida called the transition
from that which makes to what which is made). The “absolute” he spoke of
was not some preestablished reality but rather something that functions in
the form of a “place” at which one unique relative works together with
another, giving rise to the creation of a new reality.
Nishida took part in the ongoing encounter among cultures East and
West by stepping for a moment out of his own Eastern tradition in order to
experiment in himself with a new relationship between East and West and to
propose that new relationship as the meaning of Eastern culture for the world
as a whole.63 The “problem” of Japanese culture, as he saw it, consisted at
present in responding to this historical challenge:
From the deepest recesses of Eastern culture, we [must] discover a new
way of seeing and thinking, and thus throw new light on world history.64
Only what comes from the inner core of Japan can stand as world culture.65
Nishida harbored no illusions about the dif³culty of bringing about such an
“enormous enterprise.” Unlike the “shallow, simple-minded” ideologues of
the “Japanese spirit,” he devoted himself for decades to constructing a philosophical vision open to the wider world. Well did he understand that
encounter of cultures East and West was an undertaking on the scale of the
encounter of Christianity with Greek thought that inspired Western history
for centuries. The point bears repeating only because it is so important:
63
Nishida’s own existential engagement in this idea reverberates in his philosophical
reµections on the aspect of “self-awareness” in the I-Thou relationship. Simply put, his idea is
that having encountered the other and returned to oneself, one no longer describes oneself by
negating the other, but reaches the awareness that both self and other are “located” together. At
that moment, one ceases to think of the I as a ³xed substance and realizes it as a unique perspective from which to describe a given context (õ‹), or perhaps better, to allow that context
to mirror itself. In this way the continuity of self-identity is broken through. “At the bottom of
the I there stands a Thou, and at the bottom of the Thou the I ” (NKZ 6:381). Or viewed from
the standpoint of the self as subject, the co-location of self and other is a relationship wherein “in
not being the I, I am I.” This break in continuity of self-identity is the prototype of Nishida’s
idea of the “self-identity of contradictories. Inasmuch as it can take place only insofar as the I is
open to a context in which I and Thou are co-located, he refers to it as a “self-identity of place.”
64
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[Eastern culture and Western culture] are divided, but in their foundation they are joined together and complement each other. Without discovering that deeper foundation, a world culture in which cultures East
and West can unite is unthinkable…. In the same way that Riegl revolutionized our way of looking at art by returning to the foundations, so,
too, must we see things anew from their foundations.66
Nishida set great store on the unique speci³city of the Japanese cultural
heritage as set against the backdrop of the cultural heritage of the East. At the
same time, his guiding concern was one that opened him to the wider world:
What can Japanese culture contribute to the formation of a new world culture and how can it go about making that contribution? There is no question
of putting Nishida in the camp of the nationalists or cultural supremacists of
the time. His thought grew out of the cradle of the encounter of East and
West and can serve us still as a means to advance that dialogue further.
[TRANSLATED BY JAN VAN BRAGT]
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Nishida and Totalitarianism
A Philosopher’s Resistance

Y USA Michiko

J

UST HOW IT WAS THAT NISHIDA KITARÕ and others in the so-called Kyoto
school ³rst came to be branded “nationalists,” and why that label should
have persisted into the present in certain academic circles, is not clear. A
careful study of Nishida’s activities and philosophical writings presents a picture that is far from anything we normally associate with the word nationalism.1 What emerges is rather a thinker who resisted fanatic nationalism and
struggled against the attempts of the pre-1945 military government to
impose its program of “thought control” on Japan’s intellectual community.2
Nishida’s systematic philosophy was far too universal in scope to submit to
the petty racial egoism, cultural chauvinism, and pseudo-religious belief in
the superiority of the Japanese people that was the hallmark of the nationalism—or rather ultranationalism—prevalent at the time. At the height of the
Paci³c War, Nishida incurred the open censure of ruling right-wing factions
for his “Westernized” conviction that individual freedom and creativity must
not be sacri³ced to national interests. He died on 7 June 1945, just months
before Japan’s ³nal defeat, after which the mood among the intelligentsia
shifted to a more progressive stance. A few years later the new leftist intellectuals, taking aim at everything that seemed politically reactionary, began to
criticize Nishida for having acknowledged the historical signi³cance and the

The author wishes to acknowledge that the research for this paper was made possible by a
grant from the Japan Foundation.
1
See my “Nishida and the Question of Nationalism,”Monumenta Nipponica 46/2 (1991):
203–9.
2
Nishida’s interest in the political situation of his time is indicated by the number of letters
on this subject. Of the 2,717 letters included in the Collected Works, about 350 (13%) contain
references to the current politics; of the 1,845 letters written between 1935 and the time of his
death in 1945, 320 (17%) contain such references. Letters are referred to here by number and by
volume and page number in the Collected Works.
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role of the imperial family, conveniently overlooking his broader perspective.
In their eyes, the emperor system had been the willing vehicle for colonial
expansion and military aggressions, and the idea of supporting the imperial
household was enough to bring the thought of Nishida and others in the
Kyoto school under suspicion of fascist ideology. To understand these
charges and to assess their validity, it is not enough to patch together quotations here and there from Nishida’s philosophical writings, diaries, and copious correspondence. We need ³rst to have a look at the general political,
historical, and intellectual scene in pre-1945 Japan.

NISHIDA’S BASIC POLITICAL STANCE

In an important sense, the basic ingredients of Nishida’s political stance were
already present from his youth. Born in 1870, he grew up breathing the liberal democratic air of the early Meiji period. But like many of his boyhood
friends, he came to feel that something had been lost in the rapid turn away
from traditional Japanese customs. He joined with Yamamoto Ryõkichi,
Fujioka Sakutarõ, Suzuki Daisetsu, and Matsumoto Bunzaburõ to form a literary circle known as the “Gasonkai.”3 On 11 February 1889, the day the
Meiji Constitution was promulgated, they posed in front of a camera with a
banner that read “We Stand Free at the Top of Heaven,” a sign of their
de³ant hope for a new nation emancipated from the unfair trade treaties that
Japan had been subjected to (and which were in fact rescinded four years
later).
From early on, too, Nishida took a position against the government
bureaucrats who were carry-overs from the old feudal system and formed an
oligarchy or hanbatsu (”u) system. It was not so much that he opposed the
system as that his own loyalties lay rather with the former Kaga ³efdom,
whose rulers he saw as representing the kind of open-minded liberalism that
Japan needed. As an act of resistance against the government’s attempt in
1886 to centralize education, Nishida and Yamamoto dropped out of school,
a decision that was not without consequences for their futures. Behind this
resistance lay a ³rm belief in the legitimacy of the constitutional state and in
the ef³cacy of parliamentary government, political parties, and honesty in civil
service. Throughout his life he was to maintain an active interest in developments on the political scene.
3
Translated literally, Gasonkai a¨l means “Respect-the-Individual Society.” In writing for
this group, Nishida assumed the pen name Pegasus Àö. By the time the Gasonkai was formed,
Suzuki had already dropped out of school because of ³nancial problems at home. The boyhood
friendship among Nishida, Yamamoto, and Suzuki was to last throughout their lives.
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Against a backdrop painted in such bold strokes, Nishida’s reverence for
the emperor and his attachment to the emperor system can only seem inconsistent, but his understanding of the historical landscape was far more
nuanced. In 1898 D. T. Suzuki expressed opposition to the movement to
sacralize the imperial family as a distortion of an important symbol. Again in
1961, as an old man, he spoke of how his generation had been “kindly disposed” to the emperor but of how the military had abused that affection for
their own purposes.4 The same could surely be said of Nishida. Although he
never seems seriously to have questioned the validity of the Meiji constitutional monarchy, neither did he at any time slip into blind worship of the
emperor. His grandson and biographer, Ueda Hisashi, recalls Nishida’s
opposition to the indoctrination of the youth in State Shinto:
Grandfather used to tell us that the emperor was an ordinary human
being whom we should feel sorry for because he had been deprived of his
freedom. This confused us, since what we were being taught in junior
high school was strongly colored by the of³cial military ideology. When
we went to Kyoto, grandfather would take us out for walks, but we could
not understand why he would not pause when we passed a shrine but
would walk by without making the customary bow. Even though we had
been instructed at school to make obeisance to the shrines, he told us
that the “sacred object” of the shrine was only a stone or piece of paper.5
Nishida approved of a cultural role for the imperial family, but he considered the Japanese polity (³¿ kokutai) to have its roots elsewhere: in the
nobility of human reality as such. A letter to Yamamoto dated 26 December
1918 contains the earliest record we have of his views in this regard:
I would like to see the imperial family play the role of a patron of culture.
“Revere the Emperor” may have been a viable slogan at the time of the
Restoration, but the imperial family today is no longer a symbol of opposition to the Shogunate. It is something for all of Japan.
Nowadays one hears a lot of clamor about the national polity, but no
one bothers to recognize that the Japanese kokutai is grounded in humanity. They are content with their dogma of the unbroken line [of imperial
succession]. For me, this “unbroken line” is rather a symbol of great
mercy, altruism, and partnership.6
4

Suzuki Daisetsu, •u4•– [My curriculum vitae], SDZ 30:591.

î, ± Ueda Hisashi, H5»,e−Á [Grandfather, Nishida Kitarõ] (Tokyo: Nansõsha,
1983), 48–9.
5

6
No. 239, NKZ 18:206–7, emphasis added. A year earlier, in 1917, Nishida wrote an article
“On Things Japanese” expressing dissatisfaction with the trend of exclusivist Japanism.
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In short, Suzuki and Nishida’s generation felt free to accept on their own
terms the ideology of the emperor system that the 1890 Imperial Rescript on
Education was trying to implant. For them the emperor was a regent who
ruled subject to the constitutional structures of a modern nation. The doctrine of imperial divinity that would appear in later years was altogether foreign. It is hardly surprising that right-wing elements in the military would
use the emperor to develop and spread its ideology of aggressive nationalism.
Around 1935 the idea of the emperor as a living deity or kami became of³cial
doctrine. No less than the late Emperor Shõwa himself is said to have
remarked of this:
It was Honjõ or Usami who called me kami. I told them that my body is
made the same as any other human being, that I did not qualify as a
kami, and that to use that name for me was nothing but trouble.7
When tempers among young military of³cers boiled over into an
attempted coup on 26 February 1936, Nishida was incensed. He at once saw
through the hypocrisy of the military factions who, hiding behind the slogan
“Absolute Reverence for the Emperor,” murdered government leaders and
ministers trusted by the emperor without the least compunction:
This is an atrocity neither God nor the people can forgive. It reminds
one of the French Revolution.… What they are doing is destroying our
country.… It is time for the Japanese people to stand up. The future of
the country looks grim if we do not take ³rm action at once.8
The coup was suppressed quickly by government forces and its leaders executed at the express wish of the emperor.
Nishida was always concerned about the well-being of the imperial family. He felt it his duty to accede to the request for a New Year’s lecture to
Emperor Hirohito in 1941. He chose as his subject “The Philosophy of
History,”9 apparently the ³rst time that one of these lectures had dealt with
philosophy. Nishida knew only too well that this was to be his ³rst and last
opportunity to speak his mind on the current world situation directly to the
emperor. In hindsight he felt that his lecture might have been too abstruse.10
In it he argued that the philosophy of history presents a notion of the world
fundamentally different from that of the natural sciences. What distinguishes
ÅÉúy›RÆ [Recollections of Emperor Shõwa], recorded by ±2Ä¨ Terasaki Hidenari
(Tokyo: Bungei Shunjð, 1991), 30–1.
7

8

Letter to Hori Koretaka, Nos. 1005 (27 February 1936) and 1009, NKZ 18:561, 563.

9

NKZ 12:267–72.

10
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the historical world from the biological11 is that the former depends on the
human spirit shaping the course of events.
Conµict, Nishida goes on to say, arises out of the interaction of divergent
ethnic groups, but so does the resolution of conµict. In that sense, war is by
implication inevitable but not an end in itself. The vision he proposes is of a
pluralistic community of nations within which each nation is able to maintain
its own identity,12 the leadership falling to those countries with the most
highly developed global orientation to history.
In this context, the ideal country is one where individual rights are not
violated and where each individual contributes creatively to the life of the
whole. Here Nishida adds a note of protest against current military policies:
“Any totalitarian system that negates outright the role of the individual is an
anachronism.” He concludes his lecture by expressing his faith in the continually regenerative vitality of history, whose central symbol in Japan is the
imperial family, and his hope that a new era was dawning with a new and
more active international role for Japan to play.

NISHIDA AND THE FIRST WAVES OF TOTALITARIANISM

Nishida was especially critical of the direction taken by the Ministry of
Education, whose decisions directly affected the lives of students and professors alike. In this regard he was openly skeptical of the educational-reform
package of 1918 whose aim was to strengthen Japanese national power in the
years following World War I.13 In the years to come his skepticism would only
have cause to deepen. Toward the end of the 1910s and in the early 1920s,
liberal thinkers found a common platform in what has since come to be
known as “Taishõ Democracy.” To counter the inµuence of these ideas, reactionary forces began to organize themselves inside the academic community
and out.14 The power struggle between the two factions had already consoli11

Emperor Shõwa was known for his work in marine biology.

12

The former director of the Center for Statistics of the Ministry of Education, Hayashi
Chikio n F÷&, analyzes statistical data to argue that some change is visible among contemporary Japanese. In the past people classi³ed themselves either as nationalist or internationalist, but
recent data indicates a tendency toward a stance of “asserting Japanese self-identity in international society” (†ÕGl [Asahi News], 13 January 1994). Japanese consciousness appears to be
headed in the direction Nishida favored.
13

See his letter to Yamamoto No. 239 (26 December 1918), NKZ 18:206–7.

For further details on this, see [,;ò Yamada Munemutsu, ÅÉu·Pt [An intellectual
history of the Shõwa period] (Kyoto: Jinbun Shoin, 1970). Yamada points out that there were
two opposing intellectual camps at the University of Tokyo during the Taishõ period: a liberal
one headed by Yoshino Sakuzõ ŸŸ6‹ and Minobe Tatsukichi ËòHòŸ, and an ultranationalistic one headed by Uesugi Shinkichi î’EŸ.
14
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dated as early as in 1920. In 1925 the government launched an all-out policy of thought control with the introduction of the Peace Preservation Law,
whose initial overt aim was to suppress communist movements. In April 1929
a nationwide offensive against the Communist Party was inaugurated with
the arrest of 339 of its members. By the following year the number had risen
to 1,500.15 In September of 1929 the Ministry of Education initiated its own
nationwide program of thought control, and in the process began to revoke
the civil rights of dissidents. The invasion of Manchuria by the occupying
Japanese forces in September 1931 set the country off on a “Fifteen-Year
War” that meant an escalation of aggressive military campaigns abroad and an
instilling of ultranationalistic sentiments at home.
In 1926 Nishida felt that his philosophical vision was ³nally coming
together. He retired from his teaching position at the University of Kyoto in
1928 under the mandatory retirement rule with the intention of spending his
days in the leisure of philosophical contemplation. His plan was short-lived.
Within four years he felt himself called to take up the challenge of educating
the younger generation. The immediate occasion was the government’s
establishment of a Center for National Spiritual Culture on 23 August 1932.
The Center was divided into three sections to deal respectively with research,
with the “reeducation” of students who had fallen prey to Marxist or socialist ideas, and with the ongoing training of teachers in methods for ideological resistance. Nishida was quick to respond to this latest and crudest turn to
the right of the Ministry of Education:
What the Ministry of Education is passing off in the name of “spiritual
culture” is not right. From now, so long as my strength does not fail me,
I intend to write as much as I can. I want to gather bright young students around me and engage them in debate and discussion, to train
them how to think. In this way I will be satis³ed that I have done my
part if I can accomplish something on the intellectual and academic
level.16
The year 1932 was ³lled with ominous events. The “May 15th Incident”
claimed the life of Prime Minister Inukai. On 29 June the Department of
Police set up a formal system of thought police known as the Superior Special
Police Force. With branches across the country, the thought police succeeded in creating a cloud of suspicion around the freedom of expression.
Meantime, government bureaucrats, spurred on by the ultranationalists,
15
Information taken from R#ÍÌÁ Iwanami Yðjirõ, R#–ü2Yæ [Fifty years of the
Iwanami Bookstore] (Tokyo: Iwanami, 1964), 61–9.
16
No. 758 (8 November 1932), NKZ 18:465. The term I have rendered here as spiritual
culture is ·Pk5.
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began to monitor the circulation of ideas more closely and to meddle aggressively in the traditional freedoms of academia. The Takikawa Incident of
1933 at the University of Kyoto, and the Minobe Incident of 1935 belong to
this turn of events.
Regarding the former,17 Nishida responded only halfheartedly, apparently feeling that “the university should not be closed for the sake of one
Takikawa.”18 Iwanami Shigeo, the founder and president of the Iwanami
Bookstore, was upset by the reactions of Japan’s leading intellectuals, including Nishida. In retrospect, Iwanami’s instincts were right. If the intellectuals
and the academic community had concentrated their efforts and taken a
stance against the government, subsequent academic disasters may well have
been averted. But the dike was cracked and the trickle of ultranationalist and
right-wing accusations soon broadened into a steady stream that carried away
more and more of the academic community with it.
The Minobe Incident, in which a certain right-wing group attacked a liberal reading of the Meiji Constitution,19 dealt a decisive blow to academic
freedom. The fanaticism behind the ousting of Minobe Tatsukichi was aggravated by the opportunistic maneuvering of the Seiyð Party, a majority opposition party, to overthrow the cabinet of the ruling government. At the
instigation of Suzuki Kisaburõ, president of the Seiyð Party, the Diet passed
a resolution demanding that the government “clarify the national polity.”
This turned out to be the beginning of the end of party politics in pre-1945
Japan. On this occasion Nishida was less guarded in his criticism. He was
17
The Takikawa Incident is also known as the Kyoto University Incident (ÙØª¾).
Takikawa Yukitoki Ýëaó (1891–1962), professor of law at the University of Kyoto, maintained that society has a duty to seek out the causes of a crime before taking retaliation against
the criminal, and that it is unfair to punish only the wife in cases of adultery. Minoda Muneki
R,ô] of the Genri Nipponsha attacked this theory as “red.” The Minister of Education,
Hatoyama Ichirõ v[sÁ, took up this issue, and on 10 May demanded of President Konishi of
the University of Kyoto that Takikawa either resign or take a leave of absence. On May 26, at a
faculty meeting of the Department of Law, it was unanimously decided that the entire law faculty
would resign en masse if the Ministry of Education did not rescind its demand.
18
Cited by Abe Yoshishige H:ô¨ in R#wÍ) [A biography of Iwanami Shigeo] (Tokyo:
Iwanami, 1957), 348.
19
Minobe Tatsukichi (1873–1948), professor of constitutional law at the University of
Tokyo, had already as early as 1912 proposed a theory of the emperor as “an organ of the state”
(úynFß), which meant that the emperor’s legal powers were de³ned by the constitution. See
Tsunoda Ryðsaku et al., eds., Sources of Japanese Tradition (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1971), 746–7, and ·åp– Miyazawa Toshiyoshi, úynFßª¾ [The “imperial organ
theory” incident] (Tokyo: Yðhikaku, 1970), 2 vols.
Minobe’s interpretation of the Meiji Constitution was generally accepted among leading
scholars, judges, and close assistants to the emperor. Apparently, Emperor Shõwa himself was for
the “imperial organ theory,” and regretted what happened to Minobe.
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visibly angered at the badly-timed tactics of the Seiyð Party, which had only its
own interests at heart and was endangering the principles of the parliamentary system itself by inviting further military interference. The Minobe Incident seems to have led Nishida to rethink the role of law and the meaning of
the state, resulting in his 1941 essay on “The Problem of the Raison d’état.”
Nishida against the Japanists
In March 1937, riding comfortably in the wake of the Minobe Incident and
the parliamentary resolution to “clarify the national polity,” the Ministry of
Education published a tract called Fundamentals of the National Polity
(³¿uû–), which became the textbook of the kokutai-cult20 and ultranationalism. With it the government sought to maximize “ideological uniformity” among the people of Japan.21
Nishida was well aware of what was happening and did not hesitate to
apply the label “fascist” to these events. A letter to Hidaka Daishirõ, dated 13
October 1935, advises the younger generation to stay their resistance and
bide their time:
As you know, we’ve fallen into a period of fascism. If one thinks deeply
and selµessly about the future of our country, one will not lash out
against the present situation but will bear with it, making efforts where
one may to return it gradually to its normal state.22
A series of clashes between the government and the academic world—of
which the Takikawa Incident and the Minobe Incident were only the best
known—prompted the Ministry of Education in late 1935 to establish a
Committee for the Renewal of Education and Scholarship. The purpose of
the committee was to implement the “clari³cation of the national polity” in
education by reexamining Japan’s “indigestion from Western culture,”
actively promoting the distinctively Japanese learning, and returning to the
spirit of the Imperial Rescript on Education.23 Simply put, the committee’s
task was to turn back the clock on current education and antique the whole
20

William Woodard, The Allied Occupation of Japan 1945–1952 and Japanese Religions,
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1972), proposes this term “for Japan’s emperor-state-centered cult of ultranationalism and militarism” (11).
21
Tsunoda, Sources of Japanese Tradition, 785. This short work sold more than 2 million
copies. It was “designed to set the ideological course for the Japanese people. Study groups were
formed to discuss its content, school teachers were given special commentaries, and a determined
effort was made to reach ideological uniformity by guarding against deviation.”
22
23

No. 963, NKZ 18:544–5.

Íë Ù Ishikawa Ken et al., eds., î¿HGé™lrl™ªÆ [Minutes of the Secretariat for
the Renewal of Education and Scholarship], in CÖÕûîp£Et[ [Sources for recent educational systems in Japan] (Tokyo: Kõdansha, 1957), 14:255–7.
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with a thick varnish of nationalist spirit. Nishida was asked to serve on the
committee, an appointment that he found loathsome in the extreme. He
knew that the conclusions were foregone, and that his own views, critical of
the Ministry of Education as they were, would not be welcome. The thought
of being associated with the likes of Kihira Tadayoshi,24 an inµuential member
of the Center for National Spiritual Culture, and other advocates of an exclusive Japanism25 was further cause for concern. (Actually, Kihira had been a
former editor of Nishida and was instrumental in bringing out A Study of the
Good in 1911, but the two gradually drifted apart as Nishida strengthened
his liberal convictions and Kihira turned more and more ultranationalistic.)
In a letter dated 9 February 1938 to Yamamoto, Nishida complained of
school superintendents from the Ministry of Education “going around Japan
attacking him”:
The word seems to have got around that when some of³cials from the
Academic Department visited me last year, I severely criticized the policy
of the Center for National Spiritual Culture and its attitude. It appears
that quite a few of them have turned hostile towards me.26
Though somewhat encouraged by the fact that the Committee for the
Renewal of Education and Scholarship included two former colleagues,
Watsuji Tetsurõ and Tanabe Hajime, he doubted the usefulness of his own
presence, as he wrote to Watsuji:
The presence of you and Tanabe-kun at the meetings will be a reinforcement, but how can we make our views heard in such company? It is clear
from the outset that our efforts will be in vain—especially mine. I am
getting old and I think the best contribution I can make to the country
is to complete my work and not waste even a moment.27
Nishida did, however, attend the ³rst meeting, which was convened on 5
December 1935. That was quite enough to convince him to skip the rest. In
January of the following year he wrote to Yamamoto that he had found the
committee a “truly biased group” and that he worried for the future of Japan
with such a group of people at the helm. Kihira seems to have recommended
24

Kihira Tadayoshi wr±Ë (1874–1949) was known for his interpretation of Hegel. He
adhered to nationalism, and with the advent of totalitarianism began to advocate Japanism. The
existence of some 1,200 letters addressed to him by the leading intellectuals of his time has just
been made known (†ÕGl [Asahi News], 20 October 1993). The letters themselves will not be
made public for some time, since, in the judgment of Kihira’s grandson, they may compromise
certain persons still living.
25

No. 971 to Yamamoto, NKZ 18:547–8.

26

No. 1193, NKZ 19:9–10.

27

No. 978 (1 December 1935), NKZ 18:551.
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dropping Darwin’s theory of evolution from the classroom, which Nishida
found a bad joke. But rather than retire from the committee in silence, he
decided to prepare a written opinion for the January 15th meeting. It was
read at the meeting by Konishi Shigenao, former President of the University
of Kyoto, despite the efforts of the chairman, Matsuda Genji, Minister of
Education, to suppress it.28 The communique is a good summary of Nishida’s
basic position on education and research vis-à-vis the aims of the committee.
I cite it in full:
In order to “unify the world of thought of the present and the Japan of
the future by means of the Japanese spirit,” we need to conduct scholarly
research into the history of Japan and things Japanese and to clarify their
essence objectively. If the humanities29 are to be applied, they need ³rst
to be approached from the ground up, to be studied carefully and well
understood. A spirit that rests only on the past and lacks a future is no
longer living. Clear and superior ideas do not survive in isolation from
other ideas, but by nature serve to unify them. This is the only way to
unify Japanese thinking, the only way for Japan to become one of the
centers of world culture. The fact is, however, that when it comes to
basic research, Japanese scholarship is still in its infancy. Even in the area
of physics, where we are most advanced, we have yet to produce a Dirac
or a Heisenberg. In the humanities things are still worse.
Without laying a solid foundation for scholarship in Japan, we have
no more hope of diverting the radical in³ltration of foreign ideas than
the Yellow River has of becoming clear blue. To be sure, this is no easy
matter, but no one with great expectations for Japan can afford to ignore
it. To succeed, we need not only to give ³rst-rate scholars the freedom to
engage in basic research in their various disciplines, but also actively to
train such scholars. Concretely, I think these questions deserve the attention of a special committee, but in the meantime offer two suggestions of
my own: that we increase the number of full scholarships for students
who have proved their academic excellence, and that we establish positions for professors who can engage full-time in research.30
As soon as Nishida’s communique had been read to the committee, Tanabe
and Watsuji spoke up in support. As Nishida expected would happen, their
voices were a cry in the wilderness.
28
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Things were not yet as bad as they would get, however. Nishida seems to
have felt free to express his de³ance at a public meeting held on 9 October
1937 in Hibiya Park, Tokyo, to mark a conference on philosophy sponsored
by the Society for the Promotion of Science. Nishida felt that the event was a
sham. As soon as he had completed his talk on “Scholarly Method”31 he
walked off the stage. In his talk, he pleaded for academic freedom in the face
of the rising tide of ultranationalism and fanatic Japanism. Nishida argued
that Japan’s task was “to create a new world culture, strengthened by an
Eastern heritage that has nurtured us for millennia.” This can only happen if
the “Japanese spirit” becomes “scholarly and rational through and through.”
He criticized as super³cial the distinctions the Japanists made between the
morality of the East and the natural sciences of the West. Genuine intellectual growth into a world culture that will serve humanity at large does not think
in such clichés but seeks to understand ideas from all quarters. Throughout
his remarks, criticisms of current government policy are clear.
Simply put, what Nishida sought was a marriage of Western learning and
Japanese scholarly discipline, not an irrational divorce of the two. Such a
cross-cultural marriage, a living union of partnership and love, would enable
Japanese academics to discover a deeper standpoint from which to carry out
their work.
Nishida against Totalitarianism
The forces of irrationality came to dominate the political scene with almost
sinister dispatch. As the social milieu grew more and more tense, concerned
intellectuals responded by enlivening the debate on humanism. In an interview with Miki Kiyoshi in September 1936, Nishida observed:
The reason we talk about humanism so much today is that we are driven
to it. The humanism of the Renaissance signaled a return to the human
away from the religious control and authority of the middle ages. This
laid the foundations for later culture. This movement has come to a dead
end today, as we see in the counterdemand for greater control of society.
In both fascism and Marxism, the question of control is central. And as
the control gains strength, social freedom recedes further and further
from the grasp of the individual. Faced with this turn of events, the question of humanism arises once again.32
31
NKZ 12.385–94. The intent of his talk, which was later printed by the Ministry of
Education, is clearer when read as a criticism of the Fundamentals of the National Polity .
32
“The Contemporary Signi³cance of Humanism—An Interview with Dr. Nishida Kitarõ,”
NKZ, 17.492–504. The quotation can be found on pages 492–3.
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Nishida rejected totalitarian attempts to suppress individual freedom, and
in their place proposed what he called a “new humanism.” Near the end of
the Paci³c War, Nishida felt that his views had been vindicated by the course
of history.33 He wrote to D. T. Suzuki on 11 May 1945:
Many people today are saying that power-worshipping totalitarianism is
the direction to go, but I ³nd such an idea thoroughly old-fashioned and
outdated. The direction we need to take is one that reverses the move
towards totalitarianism, namely a new globalism. Whether we admit it or
not, the world is already going that way.34
Nishida and his circle never once let go of the conviction that totalitarianism
was a dishonor to the country that embraced it.
Nishida’s Support of Liberal Groups
Nishida kept up a constant and active support for the group of progressiveminded young graduates of Gakushð-in who had come to study at the
University of Kyoto. Among them were Harada Kumao, Kido Kõichi, and
Konoe Fumimaro, commonly known as the “court group” since they were
aristocracy and worked closely with the emperor and played a prominent role
in Japanese politics. Konoe, who was appointed prime minister in June 1937,
regarded Nishida as one of his mentors. Saionji Kimmochi, the last of the
elder statesmen, treated Konoe, Kido, and Harada as his “three treasures,”
and counted on Konoe as the only hope to bridle the military and avert war.
As it turned out, it was during Konoe’s administration that the military campaign began, with the invasion of China in August of 1937. Konoe never forgave himself for having condoned the invasion, but the fatal step had been
made and there was no turning back.
Nishida tried for a time to convince Konoe to take measures to counter
the narrow, dogmatic government policies of recent years. He wrote to the
prime minister on this point in September 1937, and later met with him privately, only to discover that Konoe lacked the courage to make the decisions
that needed to be made. When Kido took over as Minister of Education in
October, Nishida immediately went to see him. Kido left the impression that
his hands were tied in the present situation, that the current of events had
grown too strong to swim against. Nevertheless, Nishida accepted Kido’s
offer to serve as a counselor to the Ministry in order to “do something for the
young people” whom “present policies of the Ministry of Education put at a
disadvantage.”35
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Nishida took it upon himself to be the gadµy in the Ministry of
Education for the following eight months. To give one example, on the question of ethnicity and nationalism he wrote in a letter to Kido:
The idea that “each country of the world needs to awaken to its ethnic
and nationalistic identity” seems at ³rst blush to deny the “world” and to
encourage each ethnic group to close in on itself. But in historical actuality, it means that each country has no choice but to stand on its own
two feet as one part of the wider world. The term world was once no
more than an abstract idea, but now it has become real. That the Japanese
nationalists of today have not understood this I ³nd an abomination.36
Gotõ Ryðnosuke, a former high-school classmate of Konoe’s, was convinced that Konoe would one day become prime minister. Seeing the need,
“as a friend of Konoe, to study the political situation at home and abroad,”
he set up an of³ce in 1933, which later developed into the Shõwa Study
Group. The group attracted liberal thinkers from various walks of life, all of
them eager to cooperate in the stance against the fascist military powers-thatbe. Like Nishida, Gotõ opposed the policies of the Ministry of Education.
He felt the need to train a younger generation that could think on its own,
make its own decisions, and steer Japan prudently into the coming age of
global interaction. To this end he set up a private school in September 1938,
the Shõwa Juku, and invited Nishida to be on the board of advisers. Nishida
gave nominal consent and spoke to the students on at least one occasion.
Around this time, Miki Kiyoshi, a progressive “leftist” thinker who had
studied philosophy under Nishida Kitarõ, Hatano Seiichi, and Tanabe
Hajime, joined the Shõwa Study Group and soon became one of its most
zealous members. Although the group had many devoted and active members, it disbanded in November of 1940 when Gotõ was asked to take a central role in the newly organized Taisei Yokusan-kai Ø©öhl, a national
non-governmental organization. The following year the Shõwa Juku was also
dissolved, when Ozaki Hotsumi, one of the active directors, was arrested on
charges of espionage.

NISHIDA AND THE SWELLING TIDE OF NATIONALISM

One of the most pernicious shelters for ultranationalist thinkers was formed
in 1925 under the name Genri Nipponsha ã7Õûç, the Japan Principle
Society. Its founding purpose was to “denounce democracy and Marxism,
36
Contained in …úasFyk– [Writings related to the diaries of Kido Kõichi], edited by
the Association for the Study of the Diaries of Kido Kõichi (Tokyo: Tokyo University Press,
1983), 540–1.
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both of which go against the spirit of the Japanese national polity.”37 Apart
from Nishida, those who were singled out for attack by this group included
Ichiki Kitokurõ, Minobe Tatsukichi, Miyazawa Toshiyoshi, Sasaki Sõichi,
Kawakami Eijirõ, Yanaihara Tadao, Nanbara Shigeru, Iwanami Shigeo, Tsuda
Sõkichi, Amano Teiyð, Abe Yoshishige, Hisamatsu Shin’ichi, Miki Kiyoshi,
Tanabe Hajime, Kõyama Iwao, Kõsaka Masaaki, and Watsuji Tetsurõ. These
³gures were regarded as liberal, pro-democracy, and pro-individualism, and
thus “dangerous,” in the eyes of the ultranationalists.
One of the leading ³gures in the Japan Principle Society, Minoda
Muneki, ³rst reacted against the popularity of Nishida’s philosophy in 1927.38
Within a decade his criticisms had turned into an all-out attack against a
“dangerous” thinker who posed a “threat to the ultranationalists’ agenda.”
By then ultranationalists in general had begun to interfere openly with free
speech. Under their inµuence the Ministry of Education denounced liberal
democracy thought as a form of “individualism” that put egoism ahead of
national pride. Such amateurish, deliberate distortions became commonplace.
In a lecture delivered in 1938 Nishida drew laughter with the remark
that things had gotten so far out of hand that “it has even become a crime
nowadays to use the word world.”39 He felt it important to avoid precipitous
confrontation if there was to be any hope for the restoration of sanity and
rationality. Accordingly, he advised young scholars like Kõsaka Masaaki to
take care not to become a target of the ultranationalists.40 For his own part,
he found the attacks of Minoda irritating and ignorant. He wrote to a former
student, Mutai Risaku, that he would do his best “not to become a target of
those mad dogs.”41
But the nightmare continued to become reality. In February 1940 the
Minoda camp turned its sights on Tsuda Sõkichi, a scholar of ancient
Japanese history, and succeeded in bringing him and his publisher, Iwanami
Shigeo, to trial. Nishida’s own Problem of Japanese Culture was published the
37
ã7ÕûçÓÁ„i [Study-plan of the Japan Principle Society], ã7Õû [The Japan principle] 19/2 (1943): 1–3.
38
»,NwuÞÆÇ¤é` [Critique of Dr. Nishida’s epistemology], The Japan Principle,
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realm of idealistic metaphysics,” and of “lacking the power to guide the new era.” He found it
“sad that such a philosophical system should be considered representative of modern Japanese
philosophy,” and attributed Nishida’s popularity to ideas he shared with “that despicable Marxist
ideology.”
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following month by Iwanami Bookstore,42 but its attenuated language saved
it from a similar fate. In it he tried to argue for a non-Eurocentric perspective
from which to view contemporary world culture and to consider the role that
Japan has to play. Given the power of the ultranationalists to mobilize the
thought police, Nishida had to be more careful than usual and complained of
the harassment of the ultranationalists.43 Later he would compare the mood
of the times to the burning of books during the Qin period in China.
Nishida on War
On a humanistic level, Nishida of course deplored the suffering and devastation that always accompany armed warfare. But intellectually he recognized
the role that conµict has had to play in the unfolding of history:
The more the world becomes uni³ed as a total environment, the more
“horizontal” relationships give way to “vertical” ones. The struggle
between one subjectivity and another cannot be avoided. History is the
story of racial struggles.44
Nishida did not question the legitimacy of the Russo-Japanese War of
1904–1905, the ³rst war to mobilize the Japanese people as a nation. But it
was this war that brought him face to face with the absurdity of armed
conµict, for it cost him the lives of a dear friend and of his own younger
brother. Nishida’s way of dealing with the shock was to take up his pen and
compose moving tributes to the two loved ones. These pieces, published in
local newspapers, tried to justify the deaths by appealing to the governmental
propaganda that “if the power of our country is extended to East Asia as a
result of this war, and if the bodies of the fallen become the foundation of a
new empire,”45 then somehow they have not died in vain. But his heart was
far from the of³cial explanation. He was devastated and fell into a deep
depression from which he did not emerge until a year later.46
On 2 January 1905, when the news of the fall of Port Arthur reached
Japan, Nishida wrote in his diary that he, too, “could not help feeling the
euphoria.”47 But he was deep into Zen practice at the time and the clarity of
42
The work sold 40,000 copies right after its publication, attesting to the popular demand
for Nishida’s work. It is contained in volume 12 of Nishida’s Collected Works.
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insight this brought him seems to have kept him from sharing in the victory
celebrations. His diary reads:
This afternoon I sat in meditation. At noon there was a rally in the park
to celebrate the fall of Port Arthur. I could hear people shouting
“Banzai!” They are going to have a lantern procession this evening to
celebrate the occasion. How ³ckle the heart to give itself to such foolish
festivities! People don’t think about the many lives that were sacri³ced
and about the fact that the war has still a long way to go before it ends.48
His mixed emotions reached beyond the popular reaction to the political
arena as well. As a Japanese, Nishida was pleased with the ³nal victory, but he
was also noticeably irritated by the settlement Japan’s statesmen had secured.
At the same time, his diaries speak of the need for a “self-reform” that goes
beyond the political arena:
The most courageous act is to conquer oneself. There is no greater
enterprise than self-reform and self-improvement. It surpasses the control of Manchuria. The Way and scholarship—these are my enterprise.49
The next armed conµict to engage the entire nation of Japan was the
Paci³c War of 1941–1945. Nishida had already been concerned about the
escalation of the war in China when Navy Captain Takagi Sõkichi, who was in
charge of a “think tank” made up of able-minded persons, approached him
for a philosophical perspective that he might use to give direction to the
Navy. For some time already the Army and Navy had been at loggerheads
for control of Japanese military policy. Nishida complied, hoping that in
some way his ideas might help inµuence the course of events. The association
between the Kyoto school and the Navy may be said to have begun with a
meeting that Harada Kumao arranged on 18 February 1939. Nishida spoke
about the Japanese spirit, the pressures being brought to bear on state universities, and political negotiations with China.50 Takagi called on Nishida at
his home in Kamakura in September 1939, and it was probably on this occasion that he asked Nishida’s collaboration. Nishida recommended Kõyama
Iwao, a former student teaching at the University of Kyoto, as someone who
could take part in the efforts of the Navy.51 This is how the Kyoto school
members came to collaborate with the Navy’s think tank.
48
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Nishida saw Takagi only twice in 1943. In 1944, when the Ministry of
Education’s “Thought Inquisition” („`C™l) had begun to scrutinize
Nishida’s writings as “unpatriotic,” Takagi was able to intervene on his
behalf. The ³nal report of the committee found Nishida and his fellow Kyoto
philosophers innocent of the charges.52
Despite the efforts made by the more level-headed among the nation’s
statesmen and intellectuals, and despite the emperor’s own resistance to go to
war, movements within the military to launch war against the United States
had gained too much momentum to stop. As mentioned, Nishida was critical
of the Japanese military campaign in China. He was also worried about his
son Sotohiko, who was in Tsitsihar (Qiqihaer) at the time. But in any case,
Nishida was opposed to the Paci³c War and predicted that Japan would eventually be defeated. It was an open secret among top statesmen, Navy of³cers,
and a handful of intellectuals, that Japan lacked suf³cient oil reserves to carry
on a campaign against the United States for any longer than six months, a
year at best. On 18 October Tõjõ Hideki was appointed prime minister and
within two months Japan had declared war against the United States. This
gave the warmongers the chance they had been waiting for to test their
strength. Nishida learned of the declaration of war in the Kyoto Prefecture
Hospital, where he had been admitted shortly before for treatment of acute
rheumatism.
Nishida on the New World Order
In March of 1943, Nishida was visited by Yatsugi Kazuo, a member of the
Center for National Strategy. This meeting led to his meeting with military
of³cials. There are conµicting reports as to why Nishida agreed to do so.
Furuta Hikaru, who has tried to sort out the facts, concludes that Yatsugi was
told by Kanai Shõji of rumors that Nishida was under the secret surveillance
of the military police and might be arrested. Kanai’s aim, as an admirer of
Nishida, was to prevent this from happening. He thus arranged for Yatsugi to
visit Nishida under the pretext of asking him to write his views regarding the
Japanese situation in East Asia, and possibly to draft a blueprint of the proclamation of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere that the Tõjõ government might use for a Greater East Asia Meeting scheduled to be held in
November of that year.53
52
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Although Nishida’s ³rst reaction at the visit was one of anger, after he
had time to think the matter over he acceded to the request, perhaps reckoning that it would not be an altogether bad thing if some of his ideas could
seep into the military. At the meeting, which was held on 19 May, Nishida
criticized the position of the government for exploiting the countries of
southern and eastern Asia. Yatsugi told Nishida of the rumor that the secret
police might try to arrest him. Those present promised not to let such a thing
happen. Yatsugi recalls: “I was relieved. It seemed the professor was also
relieved. But he only nodded slightly with no word of thanks, without even
so much as a ‘I wish you well.’ I was impressed.”54
In the following week, Nishida was asked to write up the gist of his comments that evening. Troublesome as it was, he complied with a paper entitled
“Principles for a New World Order,” which was submitted on 28 May. It
turned out to be too dif³cult for the military of³cials to understand, and was
returned with a request that it be rewritten. This only infuriated Nishida all
the more. Tanabe Juri, a sociologist specializing in French thought who had
served as the go-between for these negotiations, undertook the rewriting
himself. He ³nished the work in a few days—“simplifying” the original, as he
said, “so that it would make sense to the military of³cials.” The edited version was then passed on to Yatsugi, who had it mimeographed and copies
passed on to the prime minister, ministers and vice-ministers of the Army and
Navy, the minister of foreign affairs, and to a few others.55
It is hardly surprising that the edited text lacked the subtlety of the original. A few days later, Tanabe brought twenty copies of the mimeographed
pamphlet to Nishida, who sent copies to Hori and Watsuji for comment. He
did not seem to object strongly to the editorial work. His concern was rather,
as he wrote to Hori, that its basic ideas might inµuence a speech that Tõjõ
was preparing on the topic: “I am not very certain as to how much impact all
of this will have on the speech scheduled for tomorrow,… but I tried to bring
out the dimension of universality present in the Japanese spirit.”56 As it
turned out, Nishida was “disappointed” to read Tõjõ’s speech in the newspaper and see that virtually nothing of his vision had found its way into it.57
¢µs& Yatsugi Kazuo, ÅÉ{(•t [A personal account of the disturbances of the Shõwa
period] (Tokyo: Keizai Õraisha, 1973), 2:381.
54

55
,Œ32 Tanabe Juri, œæu»,e−ÁoÕûu±f [Nishida Kitarõ’s late period and the fate
of Japan] (Unoke: Memorial Society for Nishida Kitarõ, 1962), 29–31.
56
57

No. 1780 (14 June 1943), NKZ 19:243.

The remark appears in a letter to Watsuji of 23 June, No. 1784, NKZ 19:245. Nishida
reworked his talk on his own and the ³nal version is contained in NKZ 12:426–34. For the background of this piece, see my “Fashion and Aletheia: Philosophical Integrity and Wartime
Thought Control,” ²º„`ÓÁ 16 (1989): 281–94.

124

NISHIDA AND TOTALITARIANISM

The last essay Nishida wrote on current affairs was published in 1944
under the title “The State and National Polity.” He had not intended to publish it, but since its existence was already known to those in the government,
he thought it better to express himself openly than to provoke further suspicion.58
Nishida on Japan’s Spiritual Reawakening
Nishida sensed the end of the war was near as the year 1945 rolled around.
He wrote to D. T. Suzuki that he took heart in the example of the Israelites
who survived the Babylon captivity by strengthening their spirituality.
Convinced that “a people who identi³es its pride with arms is destroyed by
arms,”59 he believed that the Japanese people would be able to lift themselves
up out of defeat only if they could continue to believe in themselves. A letter
to Hisamatsu Shin’ichi dated 12 April 1945 reiterates the point:
The war situation is getting worse at such a quick tempo. This is the
autumn of Japan, which may lose its very existence as a country.… We
have to make a renewed effort in the intellectual arena by putting the
notion of national polity on a more spiritually elevated plane, instead of
identifying national con³dence with military might alone and identifying
the national polity with the military.… Even if the worst happens, if the
people have a deep faith in the lofty spiritual national polity, we will certainly rise again and there will come a time when we can make great
progress.60
Less than a month later, on 7 June, Nishida died of nephritis. He did not live
to see the end of the war.

EVALUATION

As we remarked earlier, Nishida’s 1917 essay “On Things Japanese” argued
for the universal dimension of Japanese culture—that the Japanese tradition
can be understood and appreciated by those of other traditions, and viceversa. The position seems to have strengthened as time went on. Sometime
around 1937 Nishida began to respond concretely to the social, political, and
historical issues of the day, turning a philosophical eye to such speci³c questions as the imperial family, national polity, and the state. In this connection
58
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he tried to rede³ne expressions created by the ultranationalists or used as slogans by the militarists: “the Japanese spirit, “the participation of all,” “the
essence of national polity,” “all the world under one roof,” “the way of the
emperor,” and “holy war.”
One has to wonder why Nishida would venture out into such an open
mine³eld, and this in turn raises the possibility that his thought was in fact
inherently nationalistic. On the basis of the argument laid out in the foregoing pages and the background material amassed in its preparation, I can only
conclude that Nishida’s aim was to present an alternative to the nationalism
of his day. As a philosopher he sought to give different, more reµective meaning to words and ideas that had been expropriated by the right. Let it suf³ce
to single out a few representative passages from his writings where it should
be clear that Nishida was trying, in his own way, to relieve the tensions that
ultranationalistic elements had built up in the Japanese people and to promote clear thinking about the future of the country. I organize my remarks
around some of the key words indicated above.
“All the world under one roof” k‚s”
We may begin with the slogan, hakkõ ichiu (or hakkõ iu), “all the world under
one roof.” The term had become so much a catchphrase of the nationalists
that the mere fact of using it at all seems to place Nishida in their camp. What
Nishida is about, however, is closer to what Ueda Shizuteru has called the
“semantic struggle” of pitting his philosophical vision against the irrational
forces of ultranationalism. In The Problem of Japanese Culture, for instance,
he argued that as an island country Japan had developed in relative isolation
from the rest of the world for thousands of years. It had become a world unto
itself. But that world has ceased to exist. Japan is no longer a string of secluded
islands lying in the eastern seas. It is “in” a larger world and must open up
itself to that world. It cannot afford to become a subjectivistic power unto
itself. “To make Japan ‘subjective’ is in effect to turn the ‘Way of the emperor’ into a form of hegemony and imperialism.”61
Nishida recognized that there was no single power that ruled Japan from
one epoch to the next.62 The controls shifted hands with the passage of time,
even though the imperial family was always present in the background as a
kind of axis around which history unfolded itself. Throughout most of
Japan’s history, its emperors did not come to the political fore, but their pres61
62
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ence was always felt.63 Nishida ³nds this visible kind of ongoing presence
amidst the changes of history signi³cant and reckons it a kind of “principle of
the self-formation of the contradictory self-identical world itself.” What Japan
has to bring to the international community is a heritage of continuity symbolized in the way of the emperor, which is “the true meaning of the phrase,
hakkõ ichiu.”64
Nishida was, of course, well aware of the current connotations of the
phrase hakkõ ichiu. He knew that it had been taken over as a slogan to rally
support for a grand union of the countries of eastern Asia. He tried to
rehabilitate the term by making it serve a broader philosophical and political
perspective. Lest his intentions be mistaken, he seasoned his comments with
direct and harsh criticisms of current military policies. The military, for its
part, was in no position to reject Nishida’s appropriation of their vocabulary,
since they themselves had insisted all along that their true aim was “the liberation of Asian countries from European and American colonialists,” and their
“motivation was not one of imperialism.” At the same time, in his accusations of “hegemony” and “expansionism,” “ethnocentric egoism,” and
“imperialism” Nishida made no attempt to disguise his ire at the activities of
the militarists.65
In an addendum to his article, originally entitled “The State and the
National Polity,” Nishida used the phrase hakkõ iu in speaking of the historical foundation of Japan as a country through reference to episodes from the
Kojiki and Nihongi. In his view, this radical historicity of Japan is a de³ning
characteristic of its national character or kokutai:
It is only in virtue of the fact that the Japanese national polity, as the
creative modality of the formation of the historical world, contains a
principle of the formation of the world that a principle of the formation
of an East Asian world can emerge from it. This is how we need to think
about hakkõ iu.66
In “Principles for a New World Order,” Nishida locates the true signi³cance
of hakkõ iu in the global interaction of ethnic-nations, each seeking to secure
its own independence in order to contribute to the formation of world history. “This is what Japan’s ideal of hakkõ iu must be,” he concludes. In short,
the ideal of “bringing everything under one roof” is not a nationalist slogan
for Nishida, but the expression of a principle aimed at realizing a global unity
63

In this sense, Nishida describes the imperial family as a “being of non-being” ([uÀ),
NKZ 12:336), as an “absolute present” (340), and as “the alpha and omega” (409).
64

NKZ 12:341.

65

See 12:349, 399, 404, 410, 432–3.

66

NKZ 12:419.

127

YUSA MICHIKO

of independent countries. And this principle is already present in the unfolding of Japanese history.67
East Asian Union
Nishida treated the related slogans of “creating a Greater East Asia CoProsperity Sphere” and “Japan as the leader of East Asia” in similar fashion.
In The Problem of Japanese Culture he argued that there are things in the culture of Japan that can be “exported” to the West with pride. To illustrate his
point, he quotes Bruno Taut’s praise of the simple beauty of the buildings of
the Ise Shrine. He takes the occasion to reiterate his view that the age of isolationism is over for Japan, that it has now become a world power in the
Rankean sense of the term. Thus the most pressing issue for Japan is how to
maintain its traditional past and at the same time open itself to the rest of the
world:
Japanese culture exhibits its µexibility in the manner of [Dõgen’s] “dropping off of body-mind, body-mind dropped off.” This means that Japan
is not one subjectivity standing over against others, but rather that it
embraces other subjectivities as a world. It means building a single world
at one with concrete reality in a contradictory self-identical way. This is
where I see the mission of Japan in building up East Asia. If it is merely
one subjectivity pitted against others, seeking either to negate the others
or to assimilate them, it is nothing more than imperialism. That is not
what the Japanese spirit is about.68
It is not clear from the above just how Japan is to embrace other subjectivities constructively. Nishida is more forthright about Japan’s role of leadership in his “Principles for a New World Order.” Noting the oppression that
Asian countries have suffered under the siege of Western colonial powers, he
argues that the time has come for each country to be awakened to its own
mission in the world, and that to this end a regional unity of the countries of
eastern Asia will enable them to assert their independence and ful³ll that historical role in the new emerging order of things. This is how he understood
the “principle of the constitution of an East Asia co-prosperity sphere.” It
means Asian countries combining strengths to uphold ideals different from
those of European and American countries, and thus to become actors rather
than mere victims in the making of world history:
For a regional world to take shape, it is necessary for one country to
assume a central position and shoulder the responsibility. In East Asia,
67
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Japan is the only country for this. In the same way that the victory of
Greeks against the Persians determined the course of the culture of
Europe all the way up to the present, the outcome of the Greater East
Asia War taking place today will in retrospect be seen to have given a certain direction to world history.69
What does Nishida mean by singling out Japan as the only country able to
bear the burden of central leadership among the countries of eastern Asia?
Given his tough criticisms of the activities of Japan’s military as exploitation
and imperialism, as well as his wish that Japan not become a “power in control” of Asia, it is hard to interpret his words as meaning that he supported a
cultural dominance backed up by military might. It is more logical to read
these lines as a call for Japan to return to the humaneness and morality of its
original national spirit, to lay down its arms and only then to presume to
guide its Asian neighbors into a new era. One may dismiss the idea as romantic. One may even argue that in some sense Nishida is paying lip service to the
ideals of ultranationalism by giving Japan a privileged position in the scheme
of things. Or yet again, one may read it as a plea for the restoration of
humanity to politics and the restoration of a Japanese spirit that had gone
astray.
As with not a little of Nishida’s writing, the variety of interpretations is
due not only to the ambivalence of the text but to the presuppositions that
the reader brings to it. From our present position, we may wish for Nishida
to have been clearer. At the time, he seems to have been testing the limits of
free expression with that very same ambiguity.
Kokutai ³¿
Nishida’s most problematic remarks on kokutai or national polity70 are to be
found in his essay on “The State and National Polity.” Here, too, he seems to
be arguing on two levels, the general and particular. Speaking ³rst in general
terms, Nishida reasons that “the national polity is the personality of state,”
which means that every state has its national polity. For Nishida, the state
emerges from ethnic groups that have evolved beyond the level of a biological race to the self-awareness of unity as a world. In other words, ethnic
groups have to transcend their ethnic identity in order to become a state. The
state, meantime, becomes a moral and rational entity to the extent that it mirrors the world within itself. At the same time, when the state is based on an
69

NKZ 12:429.

70

Woodard, The Allied Occupation of Japan, 11, notes that this word can be translated
“national entity,” “national structure,” “fundamental character of the nation,” or more commonly “national polity.”

129

YUSA MICHIKO

exclusive ethnocentrism, it becomes imperialistic and expansionist, and
ceases to be a state in the true sense of the word. In this sense, “nationalism”
for Nishida means a racial egoism that does not belong to the state.71
If national polity is to provide a model for moral action, it must do so in
the light of “absolute reality.” The best means to do so, Nishida argued, is to
keep in touch with the country’s historical unfolding. “It is at this radically
historic dimension of our existence that we encounter the divine, and it is
there that we ground our attempts to be rational.”72
Turning to the particular level, Nishida goes so far as to conclude that
“in the highest sense of the term, no other country has what we call kokutai.”
Later he adds:
The Japanese kokutai captures the essence of the idea of kokutai as that
which makes up the historical world; what the Japanese people think of
when they hear the word has no counterpart in any foreign language.73
This is a strong claim, certainly much stronger than Nishida tried to substantiate by sustained historical or philosophical argument. To read it in the weak
sense that only in Japan does one ³nd a “Japanese” kokutai is conciliatory
but hardly fair to the context. We have no choice but to read his words as a
statement of his personal conviction that the historical bonds between the
national polity and the imperial family as found in Japan is somehow normative for the notion of “national polity” itself. Since this brings us as close as
we come in Nishida to a nationalistic ideology, it bears pausing for a moment
to consider his intentions.
In contrast to the popular views being advocated by the ultranationalists
that the essence of the Japanese kokutai is its “family-like” feature, Nishida
emphasizes the historical founding of Japan by imperial decree. The shift of
emphasis away from current social structures to past fact opens the way to a
truly religious dimension. His aim is not to sacralize present strategies but to
desacralize them by locating the sacred in a larger landscape. This larger landscape is what he understands by kokutai.74 However Nishida might have
developed this initial intuition in its general and particular aspects, it is clear
that he consistently opposed the identi³cation of kokutai with military
strength and insisted that the true roots of national polity lie deep in our
common humanity.
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To the end Nishida left no doubt of his dissent against Japan’s expansionist
policies in Asia. His vision of Japan as part of the world community was one
with his love for his country, and it was out of this vision and this love that he
called for a reawakening of conscience, rationality, and above all spiritual
depth. His concern for the future of Japan was not a matter of abstract philosophical categories but of living realities of very concrete consequence. When
he locked horns with nationalistic ideologues, he did so in the language of
the day. Rather than invent a new vocabulary that would rise above the fray,
he took up the jargon and slogans of the day and sought to redeem them
from their petty provincialism by opening them up to a more universal
perspective. Whether and to what extent he succeeded may not be as important for us today as the fact that he tried to sound a note of conscience and
rationality amidst the tumultuous fanaticism all around him. In such circumstances, any attempt to address the immediate political issues of Japan philosophically was bound to invite misunderstanding, particularly for later
generations left with only written texts to go by. Had he never left the realms
of pure philosophy, our task as interpreters might have been easier. Easier,
but somehow less than real.
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Tradition and the Political Microcosm
in the Later Nishida
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T

HE HISTORY OF JAPAN,

like the history of the world, proceeds from
present to present, from reality to reality, from epoch to epoch, from
form to form. In this process, things that are formed become things
that themselves give form. The transformative power that keeps history moving as an ever-recurring origin of the new from the old is tradition, and at the
center of this process sits the Imperial Throne of Japan (yÑ). Such were the
conclusions that Nishida Kitarõ reached during the years 1930 to 1945, the
³nal period of his philosophy, and it is in the light of them, I believe, that we
must consider his general view of Japan as a nation-state and his vision of a
new, global world order.
For Nishida, the emperor system was a microcosm within a wider historical macrocosm. Its central role in the course of events, he argued, is due to a
unique, almost rhythmical pattern in Japan’s political history whereby different forms of government alternated with the Imperial Throne as the moving
force of tradition. For Nishida, this periodic ebb and tide of the subjective
force of governmental structures and the transcendent force of the Imperial
Throne reached its climax in the Meiji Restoration—in his scheme, we would
do better to call it the Meiji Renewal—when “it took visible form as an
authoritative constitution.”1
In such a scheme, political history is not only the stage on which alternating forces of tradition play their roles, but is itself a story in the making, or
in Nishida’s terms, an ongoing transformation of that which has been made
into that which in its turn makes. He describes the special character of this
transformation as “a return-in-renewal” (Pò“dG).2 The Imperial Throne
is axial because it is “eternally present” in the course of events:
1
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The return of the past in our nation has always had the character of a
renewal. It has never been a mere return to the past but always a step
forward as the self-determination of the eternal present.3
From these introductory remarks it should be obvious that without a
clear idea of what Nishida meant by “tradition” there is no understanding his
views on the nation and the emperor system. What may not be equally obvious at ³rst, though I trust will become so the further we proceed, is that
Nishida did not work out his ideas merely in response to the political events
of his time, but was ever bent on seeing things against the broader horizon
that philosophical reµection opened up to him. In this sense, his political
views, no matter how immediate, are always coded in the universal language
of his philosophy. It is in this sense, too, that we must read the connection
that took shape in his thinking from 1935 on between the idea of tradition
and its source in the Imperial Throne. To make this connection as explicit as
possible, I will begin with an account of the development of Nishida’s notion
of tradition as best we can reconstruct it from his later writings. In the second
place, I will consider how he relates tradition to the “mode of production” of
the historical world. Next, I will focus on how he sees the idea of tradition at
work in the political history of Japan in general and its relation to the
Imperial Throne in particular. It is in this third section that the question of
Nishida’s “nationalism” will come into sharpest relief. In a fourth and concluding section, I will try to lay out the logic of Nishida’s advance from this
understanding of tradition to his vision of a global world larger than the
world of Japan.

THE IDEA OF TRADITION

Nishida’s interest in the idea of tradition seems to have been stimulated both
by his reading and by ongoing discussions with students and colleagues. He
held Watsuji’s book The Idea of Reverence for the Emperor and its Tradition
(¨y„`odu)j) in high esteem and even referred to its author as “the
Japanese Fustel de Coulanges.”4 He was also most certainly familiar with
Miki Kiyoshi’s “On Tradition ()jÇ),”5 and in fact during the war held a
colloquium with Miki on Japanese culture in which the question of tradition
was alluded to. We will have occasion to return to this colloquium later in the
concluding section of this essay.
3
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For his part, Nishida had attempted a more critical, philosophical reading
of the themes dealt with in Fundamentals of the National Polity, a work
issued in May of 1937 by the Japanese Ministry of Education. In place of the
clichés about Japan’s “historical mission” in Asia, Nishida proposed that “the
fundamental meaning of our national polity lies in the creation of the historical world.”6 In arguing his case he touched on the ideas of tradition and the
myth of the founding of the nation (d³). This latter idea bears looking at
more closely, as Nishida gives it attention in other writings of his at the time.
In a number of essays, Nishida sees mythos as the origin of tradition, both
logically and chronologically. Taking his lead from social thinkers of his day,
he understands myth as a “form of social production” or more generally as
“the fundamental principle in the construction of a world.” For example,
alluding to Malinowski’s Myth in Primitive Psychology, Nishida calls myth “a
living reality that governs the human world.” And from Jane Harrison he
came to see that myth is grounded in ritual, which in turn grows out of the
dromenon, the emotionally charged activity of the group, and dramatizes a
common hope. Extrapolating from these theories of primitive societies,
Nishida concludes that tradition itself has from its very beginnings “the character of ethnic religion.”7
Naturally, the question about Japan is always just beneath the surface of
Nishida’s speculations, and perhaps to some extent guided his conclusions. In
any case, he is disposed to trace Japan’s emotional roots as well as the roots of
the national polity in myth:
Our national polity begins in the myth of the founding of the nation,
and though it has undergone numerous social changes, it continues right
up to the present to grow out of those mythical foundations.... The fundamental meaning of our national polity is the creation of a historical
world.
History begins with the appearance of things like myth and legend,
which, though they look like so much superstition, carry deep within
them something capable of developing into tradition.8
The writings of Friedrich Karl von Savigny (1779–1861), especially Vom
Beruf unserer Zeit, also worked on Nishida as he tried to forge his notion of
tradition, as did T. S. Eliot’s “Tradition and Individual Talent,” with which
6
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he felt a strong af³nity. Indeed, he adopts Eliot’s own language in speaking
of tradition as “the feeling of history,” as a force and a creative will that “resurrects our ancestors in the µesh and blood of the present.”9
Eliot’s characterization of tradition as a “catalyst” that brings the past
and the present together also seems to be at work in Nishida’s rather more
ponderous formulation of tradition as the “constitutive principle of historical
reality” and as “the self-determination of the eternal present.” His idea is that
the haphazard of things that make up the historical world need a principle of
organization and uni³cation in order to function as history rather than as a
mere string of coincidences. This principle is tradition. And where tradition is
weak or absent, things fall apart. For Nishida this is what had happened in
present history with the dissolution of the bond between insight and feeling.
The restoration of tradition therefore requires—and here again he cites
Eliot—a recovery of poetic creation, without which there is no culture.10
Not surprisingly, Nishida’s idea of tradition as the social construction of
reality gives a place of special prominence to knowledge. In fact, he even goes
so far as to suggest that “genuine perception is only possible from within tradition, for each and every thing is something historical.” The artistic creativity
of revitalizing tradition, therefore, means learning to see things anew. The
eye that sees, half unconsciously, the outer things of the world, and the eye
that sees in artistic intuition or in moral responsibility are not the same.
Learning to “see things” anew is not merely a matter of a post-Cartesian consciousness aware of other consciousnesses, but entails construction of a “kind
of public topos.” What the phenomonologists call Sachen only goes part way
because it stops short at psychological description. It has forgotten the Tat in
Tatsache.”11 For Nishida, only a sense of tradition as a place (õ‹) in which
we are located can restore our contact with the facts that make up the historical world.
As the mention of the moral dimension already suggests, Nishida’s insistence on seeing is not divorced from the realm of doing. In terms of tradition, this means not only that tradition brings past and present into contact
and thus makes it possible for the world to create itself as a history, but also
that the activity of individuals can be seen as a manifestation of tradition at
work. Only by engaging the perception, insight, and activity of individuals
within a society does tradition ful³l its formative role.12
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With this, all the ingredients for a comprehensive de³nition of tradition
are assembled, but one looks in vain for anything like it in Nishida’s own
texts. He prefers to work on a few short formulas, turning them over and
over in his mind until he has exhausted their implications or until they open
up into other formulas. Without that fuller, descriptive context, his claim that
tradition is “the constitutive principle of the historical world” or a “force”
that forms the historical world and is itself reformed in the process, seems
hopelessly abstract.13 In a sense Nishida’s refusal to settle on a single
de³nition of tradition seems to reµect his conviction that tradition is itself an
energy in search of form, a principle of transmuting and being transmuted in
time, not a collection of items from the past preserved into the present. This
brings us to the philosophical framework within which Nishida located the
creative forces of history.

THE MODE OF PRODUCTION OF HISTORY

That Nishida explained the formation of the historical world in terms of his
logic of place is hardly surprising, since one of the reasons that drove him to
this concrete, dialectical, and practical logic was the attempt to explain in
formal terms the self-expressive and self-formative nature of the production
of historical reality.14 Here, however, I will restrict myself to the relationship
between tradition and the making of history.
To begin with, Nishida’s idea of historical reality as a “self-formative”
production is offered as a direct alternative to Hegelian and Marxist interpretations of history. For Nishida the dialectic of history—the relationship
between past, present, and future—functions in the manner of an identity of
contradictories, that is, as a mutual and manifold opposition that is at the
same time an identity. This identity of the opposing forces of time is the historical world.15 Like Ranke, Nishida sees this identity constellated in the present as charged with an in³nite past and pregnant with an in³nite future. In
his words, it is the “eternal present.”
Nishida adapts the familiar logical pattern of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis to detail his understanding of this dialectic. The past, “insofar as it is
something determined and given,” may be called the thesis. Standing in
antithesis to the past are “countless negations, countless futures” possible in
the unbounded expanse of time that opens up the world of unrealized possibilities. Though the two stand opposed in terms of formal logic, true contra13
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diction is not generated between them so long as the past remains given and
the future remains possible. This is what Nishida means when he claims that
absolute contradiction can only be present in a world that moves on its own
from form to form, “from that which has been made into that which in its
turn makes.” And by the same token, the sublation of the contradictions into
a higher synthesis is only possible as a relationship between these absolute contradictories.16
As synthesis, then, the present is the self-identity of everything given in
the past and the manifold of negations that move the past into the future.
When Nishida refers to the synthesis as an “identity,” he does not have in
mind a mere harmonizing of opposite energies, but the creation of something new, a “new world.” In this sense, identity neither eliminates nor alleviates opposition, but integrates the opposing elements in the service of
something greater. Indeed, the stronger the opposition, he insists, the more
sublime the new creation that it gives rise to. To be born into the historical
world is therefore to “bear on one’s shoulders an in³nite task,” namely the
formation and transformation of our times. To carry out this task requires
that we see ourselves as part of the process. To understand it is to see that our
very understanding is part of the process. It is in this context that Nishida
appeals to his notion of “active intuition” as an event in which the world discloses itself to our insight and in that very act of self-awareness is itself determined; in other words, an event in which the opposition between maker and
the made is transmuted into a new, creative identity.17
More concretely, Nishida refers to the formative events of history as
diverse “modes of production” or “historical speci³cities” that he at once
identi³es as the various societies that make up the human world. This order
of proceeding from the production of history in general to human society in
particular accents his view that society is by its very nature a form of poiesis.18
It also allows him to reiterate his conviction that societies begin in ritual
action and myth:
Without the social element, there is no movement from the made to the
making: there is no poiesis….Without veneration of the ancestors, the
social element cannot come into being.19
In short, we see two elements coming together here. First, each society is
seen as speci³c to its own historical epoch. And second, each historically
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speci³c society is but one instance of the ongoing mode of production of the
historical world. When Nishida claims that society is always tied to tradition,
he means it in both senses.
Taking a step closer to the concrete, Nishida observes that society
requires the contradiction (thesis-antithesis) and integration (synthesis) of the
bodily historical self and the natural environment. In making this claim, he
notes that the idea of a mutual dependency between individuals and the environment is a distinctive feature of the modern world that developed in
response to an inµated anthropocentric subjectivism. Speci³cally, the predominance of industrial modes of production and the ascendancy of the capitalist society bred a form of individualism that naturally crystallized in the
form of “class struggles.” This, together with the imperialistic, nationalistic
self-understanding of the economically dominant societies, was the origin of
numerous conµicts among nations. For Nishida, this whole inµated anthropocentrism was a relic of the past whose time was over.20
Taking up a distinction that F. Tönnes had introduced more than half a
century before, Nishida argued that if a society is to contribute to the advance
of understanding—that is, if it is to be truly a “self-perception of the historical world”—then it must be both a Gemeinschaft (community) and a
Gesellschaft (society). Only a social order that enhances the creative poiesis of
the subject as a member of a community can meet that demand. Once again,
we see him applying his dialectic of opposites. On the one hand, individual
subjects must think and act as members of a larger community. On the other,
each subject must learn to see the things of the world fresh, as if for the ³rst
time, as only he or she can. Only a society where individuals can straddle
these conµicting standpoints is capable of achieving the higher synthesis of a
global world.
In order to actually move towards the production of a global world, history needs to be moved by two opposing dynamics at once: linear and circular. The ³rst, the linear dynamic of history, Nishida identi³es as the immanent
pole. It is the chronological or “this-worldly” aspect of the world’s mode of
production whose basis is matter and whose dominant force is the law of
physical necessity. By itself, the linear advance of time propelled by the drive
to ful³ll needs as they arise marks only a passage from one satisfaction to the
next—or in Nishida’s language, “from what has been made to what has been
made.” One cannot speak here of historical necessity proper—or the passage
from “the determined to the determining.”21 Only when the complementary
circular dynamic, which Nishida refers to as the transcendent pole, comes
into the picture is it possible to speak of a positive, formative inµuence on
20
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history from without. The “transcendence” of this dynamic (which Nishida
occasionally refers to as “space” to distinguish it from the “time” of the linear dynamic), therefore, constitutes the ground for freedom from physical
necessity at the same time as it opens up the possibility of awakening to larger
historical needs.22
As chronological, the linear dynamic of history-in-the-making is irreversible. Like the clock, it cannot turn back for so much as a single moment.23
At the same time, as it progresses from one stage to the next, the discontinuities in the linear process disclose a stable, circular continuum beneath the
µow of time. It is what Nishida calls a “continuity of discontinuities.”24
In any case, the combined effect of this twofold dynamic of the immanent and the transcendent, of the discontinuous and the continuous, of time
and space, characterizes both historical development in general as well as
the development of the individuals that make it up. In other words, the
“identity” of these two contradictory histories, that of the individual subject
and that of the world, requires the collaboration of conµicting orientations to
the temporal process. Time can never simply be identi³ed with the products
of history (the made) nor with the producer (the maker). Something more is
needed to combine the two dynamics of time, and that something more is
tradition.25
The requirements that tradition has to ful³ll are clear from the fuller
descriptions Nishida gives of the historical process, which we cannot go into
here. Suf³ce it to say that he is determined to show tradition as both logically
and historically necessary, lest it be taken for a mere deus ex machina summoned on stage to solve an otherwise unsolvable riddle. For him, the production of the world is unthinkable except as the self-expression of historical
reality itself, and equally unthinkable without an ongoing process of selfnegation.26 History by nature is always and irrevocably both has-been and
not-yet. Anything that slackens the tension between these two central ingredients of historical necessity cannot properly be called a mode of production
of the world. At the same time, activity that is simply absorbed without
remainder into that tension cannot account for the ongoing transmutation of
the past into the future. What is needed is an Eternal Now, an absolute present that sets the ongoing metamorphosis of speci³c historical realities against
a worldwide horizon.27
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This, then, is what Nishida asks the idea of tradition to do as a synthesizing force that transmutes what has been formed into what forms. At this
point he takes a critical step in the light of his own concerns with the Japanese
situation. Consistent with his view that societies grow out of a ritual-mythical
substratum, Nishida asks of tradition that it also somehow make manifest the
ethnos or speci³c nature of a people.
The term ethnos normally suggests a group with a common racial or cultural basis, but Nishida’s view of the way historical reality is produced
requires a kind of collective subject in which the social and individual
demands of living in the concrete historical world can be brought together.
“As individual items in the world, the self of each of us…is not born into the
world accidentally but traditionally, that is to say socially, in an historically
speci³c way.” That is to say, our subjective “self” is itself a particular historical reality in which we participate, something already made that we inherit in
order to make it over. Accordingly, insofar as tradition expresses an ethnos
with a subjective dimension, it may be called the point at which the self
comes to life. He continues:
To say a tradition is living is to say that it is a kind of feeling of the temporal and the eternal, what T. S. Eliot calls the feeling of history. Our self
is born in the “active intuition” wherein historical tradition is the selfdetermination of the absolute present.28
As indicated earlier, Nishida saw active intuition not as a mere contemplation
of the facts of history but as a productive participation in the creation of the
historical world. In it seeing and making work together as one: seeing-inmaking, making-in-seeing. But precisely because active intuition engages the
individual so radically in the processes of history, it needs a ³rm foothold in
the world, the kind of foothold that only an ethnos or people can provide:
To say that tradition is living must also imply that the self, as that part of
the historical world capable of seeing itself, is also shaped by tradition at
the same time as it shapes the world…in active intuition.29
For Nishida, then, the historical world is produced over and over as each
age takes up the task that tradition has set it. In our times, that task is to forge
a global world, but without the perspective of tradition there is no way to
recognize that fact, let alone begin to carry it out. This is what Nishida means
by insisting that tradition is a necessary condition for the self to engage in its
distinctive activity of seeing-in-making, active intuition.
28
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THE IMPERIAL THRONE AS PROTOTYPE OF THE NATIONAL POLITY

Nishida’s philosophical notions of tradition, the historical production of the
world, and the task of the epoch all take on a more problematic character
when forced into the ideological clothing of the wartime Japan. His reactions
to this process are a matter of some debate, but a careful examination of his
texts, diaries, and letters, as well as other written materials, paints a fairly consistent picture of his position regarding the key ingredient in that ideology:
the national polity or kokutai (³¿) of Japan.
Nishida seems always to have read Japan’s political history through the
lens of his idea of tradition as we have just presented it. Thus in his attempts
to reevaluate the ideology of the militarist government, we see him returning
to the myth of the Founding of the Nation of Japan (É³). A good illustration of this is an essay published in 1944 in which Nishida took cause with
Maki Kenji’s Theory of the National Polity of Japan.30 Maki had argued that if
the Emperor were viewed as a paterfamilias, this would give more latitude in
interpreting the meaning of kokutai. As Nishida saw it, Maki’s argument
came down to ³ve points:
1. The Imperial Throne was held in reverence by various primitive clans
(’) in Japan’s history, among them the Nakatomi, Fujiwara, Taira,
and Minamoto clans.
2. This reverence implied a recognition of the Throne as a Sacred Family.
3. The “harmonious formation” of Japan as a single people—a primitive
predecessor of the kokutai—did not come about through warfare but
by way of the idea of divine descent of the people.
4. In ancient times, the government, or “national-familial subject,” was
formed through the uni³cation of the various clans and the subsequent subordination of other clans and peoples to them.
5. The fundamental character of this kokutai is that of a “familial state”
that served as a prototype for developments in later ages.31
On the whole, Nishida’s outline is rather faithful to Maki’s position,
though Maki also recognizes the value given to the oracle of Amaterasu-õmi-kami and to the myth of the Founding of the Nation. The difference is
that Maki did not ³nd this an adequate foundation, from a sociohistorical
30
Maki Kenji ñ ÙÌ (1892-1989) was a specialist in the history of Japanese political thought
and institutions. His book Õû³¿u7Ç appeared in 1944 after Nishida had already completed
his own text for the September issue of ò¿ÓÁ [Philosophical studies]. Nishida added the reference to the work just prior to the publication of his essay. See his letter to Omodaka Hisayuki,
No. 2990 (10 December 1944). Maki’s position is developed on pages 250–7.
31
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perspective, for the kokutai and therefore had recourse to the position of the
emperor and the imperial family.
Nishida did not completely dismiss the historical accuracy of Maki’s
account, but set it aside as a matter for experts to decide. At the same time he
acknowledged how well it expresses “the internal unity of our unparalleled
kokutai.” Nevertheless, he disagreed with Maki on each point, arguing that
they are one-sided in stressing only the “immanent” dimension of the kokutai and ignoring the “transcendent” dimension, which for Nishida was allimportant.
He outlines his own contrasting position in four points:
1. The origins of the kokutai lie in the Founding of the Nation (d³).
2. The kokutai emerges against the background of the myth of the
Beginning of Heaven and Earth (úGˆú).
3. The kokutai further relies on an oracle (P›) of the gods revealing to
Amaterasu-õ-mi-kami that her descendants (the Imperial Throne)
would rule the earth.
4. Accordingly, the Imperial Throne is a dimension different from the
Sacred Family that the different clans, according to Maki, recognized.32
Clearly Nishida’s idea of adding a “transcendent” dimension of a kokutai centered on the Imperial Throne amounts to the introduction of myth as a counterbalance to historical fact. In other words, for the kokutai to constitute a
historical world in the full sense of the word, the Founding of the Nation must
in some sense be synonymous with the “Beginning of heaven and earth.”
Without a grounding in myth, the politics, law, economy, and other elements
that make a historical society a self-formative process cannot be understood.
Without the dimension of the religious, the familiar aspect of the kokutai
lacks a solid foundation.33
Nishida’s approach complicates the prototype of Maki, but it also has
direct implication for his reinterpretation of the ideology of the militarist government. On the one hand, he accepts the central, mediating position of the
Imperial Throne as “a single lineage reaching across millennia and coeval
with heaven and earth,” and recognizes it as the symbolic origin of the idea of
Japan as the “land of the Gods.” But he resists the idea that the imperial family or any speci³c social, historical, and political constellation of power for
that matter can assume this status. In this sense, his insistence on the Imperial
Throne as the proper locus of the prototypical kokutai brings myth and history together in such a way that neither can absorb the other. In his language,
32
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only a prototype that is a self-identity of such absolute contradictories can
bear the weight of serving a nation as an ideal.
It is therefore misleading in Nishida’s case to render the term kõshitsu
(yÑ) in English as “Imperial Household,” since he clearly rejected the idea
of the emperor as a mere paterfamilias. The emperor’s mythical, religious
quality as a divine epiphany god (êP) is rather better associated with the
Throne than with a particular individual or group of individuals.34 This is the
sense in which he sees the emperor system as a microcosm that mediates a
wider historical macrocosm, perhaps even the historical macrocosm.
In terms of his developed philosophy, Nishida linked the Imperial
Throne to tradition by seeing the former as the spatio-temporal “place”
(õ‹) at which the historical world of the kokutai is founded:
As a self-determination of the absolute present, the Imperial Throne is
the center from which everything originates and develops…. All material
things belongs to the public domain, …to the world of the Imperial
Throne…. That everything originates from the Imperial Throne and to it
returns is the quintessence of our country.”35
Nishida’s choice of words is deliberate. All material things belong to the
throne, and this means that even within the microcosm of the emperor system itself, the Throne transcends the Sacred Family. Thus, to see the Imperial
Throne as the alpha and omega of history, as an absolute reality, is to elevate
it not only as the transcendent foundation of the nation but also as the foundation of the imperial blood that is merely its “self-expression” in history.
Even though he speaks of the history-making activity of the people as based
on the “mystique of blood,” he is careful to stress the transcendence of the
throne over blood ties in the imperial family. Only in this way does the kokutai, the people with their emperor, attain the “absolute character of a historical world.”36
We are now in a position to appreciate how Nishida understood the relationship between tradition and state sovereignty. In the main, it has the following four aspects.
First, sovereignty comes about through the self-negation of the state.
This does not entail that state as such disappear, or even that it turn into a
kind of “relative nothingness.” Rather, a society that has attained to statehood must, if it is to shape a larger, global world, engage in self-negation.
Second, concrete self-negation entails a return to its origins. This renders a state more rational and its individuals more moral.
34
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Third, a return to the origins entails a recovery of the tradition of the
prototypical kokutai. In this regard, Nishida writes:
In the history of our country, there was always a return to the Imperial
Throne, a return of the past. This has never meant a return to the systems and culture of antiquity but has involved taking a step ahead in the
direction of a new world.37
This return of the past is, properly speaking, a return of the origins to the
present. Nishida cites the Kujihongigengi (/ªûwé–): “Do not say that
antiquity returns. The age of the Gods is now.”38 For Nishida, all of Japanese
history can be read as a “return-in-renewal, a renewal-in-return.”39 The circle
is complete: renewal means returning to the past, and returning to the past
means renewal. This is the sense in which tradition, with the Imperial Throne
at its center, entrusts the present with the task of creating a global world.
Nishida invoked this formula in December 1941 in a special lecture
delivered to the emperor. His talk ends with these words:
There have been times when a certain total power has been the center,
but always we have returned to the founding spirit of our nation and set
out in the direction of a new age with the Imperial Throne at the center.
I have said that history always proceeds with the present—which includes
in itself the past and the future—at the center. In the case of our country,
it is the Imperial Throne that has always signi³ed this present. Therefore,
to return to the spirit of the Foundation of Our Nation does not simply
mean a return to antiquity, but rather always an advance into a new age.
I believe that the return of the past (Pò) always signi³es a renewal
(dG).40
So far the link between tradition and sovereignty has focused on the role
of tradition in Nishida’s later philosophy. We may now turn to a consideration of his ideal of building a global community in history.

FROM TRADITION TO A GLOBAL WORLD

Towards the end of his life Nishida came under the inµuence of the nineteenth-century historian Leopold von Ranke, both through his own readings
and through the interpretations of Suzuki Shigetaka. We may single out a
37
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number of ideas sympathetic to Nishida’s later philosophical thinking, most
of which have already appeared in one form or another in the previous pages:
1. Each epoch is immediate to God.
2. The historical present is charged with an in³nite past and is pregnant
with an in³nite future.
3. The state that becomes a real spiritual entity, a world power, is the
fountainhead of eternal cultural values.
4. Each individual event is unique and at the same time can only be
understood in the context of a universal history.
5. The writing of history is always and everywhere universal history.
6. Each epoch is characterized by its own historical tendency.
For Nishida, the task of the philosopher is to “delve deep into the heart
of the world” and therein to “apprehend its historical task.”41 For Nishida, as
noted earlier, this task—or in Ranke’s terms, this historical tendency—lay in
the construction of a global world. In reaching this conclusion Nishida relied
not only on his own considerable powers of intuition, but also on a studied
understanding of contemporary world history. The key models in terms of which
Nishida thought of history, as his contemporary Miyajima Hajime observed,
were historical action, poiesis, and production.42 The impact of Marxism is
not, of course, to be discounted. Nishida supplemented his own reading with
discussions held with leading thinkers, in particular with Miki Kiyoshi and
Tosaka Jun. This ongoing dialogue with disciples and intellectuals sympathetic to his philosophy served him as a re³nery for old ideas and a sounding
board for new ones. The idea that world history is headed in the direction of
a global world was one such new idea. A brief consideration of the intellectual
atmosphere in which this idea took shape may help us face the charge of militarism that has been leveled at Nishida for his ideas of world history.
Although most historians agree that Nishida’s political thought was woven
warp and woof into the general fabric of his philosophy, virtually no one would
claim that Nishida was in any sense a rabid militarist or even an imperialist.
Where he comes in for criticism is that his arguments in favor of a global
world remain in the abstract, without any particular directives, and therefore
that overlaps between his language and that of the militarist ideologues
easily provoke the charge that he was lending their cause his tacit support.
To face these criticisms, we need to ask what limitations Nishida placed,
if any, on the new world order he was calling for. This needs to be supplemented by further research on why he chose the socio-political terminology
41
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he did at the height of the war, on what his motives were for major meetings
(there were eight or nine of them, by my count) with political ³gures during
the war, on his own lobbying activities during the three cabinets of Prime
Minister Konoe, and on his ongoing dialogue with other Kyoto philosophers
of differing viewpoints. Here I shall only consider this ³nal point, and that
only insofar as it helps us to clarify the question of Nishida’s concrete vision
of a global world.
Nishida’s Ongoing Dialogue
Nishida’s dialogues with Kyoto thinkers was not something new to the war
years (1930–1945), though they did intensify during that period. Already
during his years as a teacher (he retired from active teaching in 1928) he had
been in the habit of gathering the better students around him and encouraging them to write on matters of common interest and to develop their own
positions. Nishida elicited the views of disciples and colleagues on a wide
range of subjects and incorporated their ideas into his own writings, re³ning
them as he went along. Perhaps the ³rst of these brainstorming sessions to
become “public” was the Monday lecture series that Nishida began at the
suggestion of Amano Teiyð. Nishida’s inaugural lecture was followed by
Kõyama Iwao’s address on “A Morphology of Cultures,” Tanabe Hajime’s
on “Historical Reality,” and others.43
Nishida’s ongoing dialogue reached beyond this, to include a number of
more formal colloquia, such as that held with Miki Kiyoshi on Japanese culture and contemporary humanism.44 In this latter Nishida presented his own
version of “objective humanism,” which stressed the creativity of the individual in the creation of world history. Indirectly, Nishida’s dialogue with Kyoto
intellectuals also stands in the background of the much-debated Chðõkõron
roundtable discussions held during the war by four of his disciples. It also
extends to Nishida’s considerable correspondence, which represent important public documents for understanding the direction of the “Kyoto school”
during these years.
To give the main gist of these years of dialogue, let alone to assess their
signi³cance, is a formidable task. Even to speak only of those exchanges that
relate to the problem of tradition and nationalism would take us far beyond
the scope of this essay. I mention only the better-known examples. The
discussion of the “historical speci³city” in the previous pages, for example,
clearly owes a debt to Tanabe’s “logic of the species.” Similarly, his idea of
43
See úŸÌÇ Amano Teiyð, ¿´r,|š– [Books for students] (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten,
1939).
44
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I-Thou-He relationships within society takes on greater signi³cance when
seen in the context of Tosaka Jun’s criticism of the I-Thou relation. Or again,
his work on cultural morphology needs to be set in the context of Kõyama’s
original contribution on the topic.
As mentioned earlier, Nishida’s notion of tradition was inµuenced by the
writings of Watsuji and by Miki’s essay on tradition, as was his view of world
and state by Nishitani Keiji’s View of the World, View of the Nation and by
Yamanouchi Tokuryð’s The Polis-Style Shaping of the Human. Nishida’s position on the relationship between the state and the community of believers,
and the relationship between the state and the Pure Land can only be appreciated in the light of D. T. Suzuki’s Treatise on Pure Land Thought. His philosophy of history, as noted earlier, owes much to Suzuki Shigetaka’s work
on Ranke, as his interest in myth does to the work of Mutai Risaku. His idea
of a “people” (WŸ) needs to be contrasted with Kõsaka Masaaki’s Philosophy
of the People to be fully appreciated. And the list goes on.45
When we read Nishida’s portrait of “the new person in a global world,”
it is therefore important that we do not approach the text as the private musings of a retired professor locked in a monologue with himself, but rather as
a philosophical vision forged out of an ongoing conversation with his peers
and students. Nishida’s ideal was for a new kind of individual in a new age
and a new culture. The world had already begun the concrete process of
becoming one, and the kokutai of Japan—like any state aware of its historical
mission—was being called to hasten the birth of a global world.46 He saw this
constructive task as the responsibility of the people, imbued with the Japanese
spirit and guided by “imperial morality.”
The New Global World: Limits and Requirements
This brings us back to the question of the boundaries—cultural, moral, political, and so forth—within which this new global world was to be built up.
For a new vision of the world to spread horizontally across cultures and
nations, Nishida was convinced that the kokutai would have to play a mediating role, and that the mediation would begin with an act of absolute selfnegation. In particular, it would have to renounce imperialism and
colonialism (both of which only subjectivize Japan, and therefore impede its
ability to mediate an objective order), as well as the force of arms and military
strategy.47 Furthermore, the kokutai must take care not to destroy regional
45
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traditions or to make unilateral policies regarding other peoples and states.48
These were not restricted to Nishida’s correspondence or expressed only in
private. He did not hesitate to state them publicly when the occasion presented itself.
On the positive side, Nishida laid out several requirements for making
the global world a reality. They include, as already indicated, the condition
that it be something accomplished by the people; that the creative contribution of the individual within the state be encouraged as an essential ingredient in a creative world; and that the variety of regional traditions be protected
and actively promoted.49 In order for the full creativity of history to be
unleashed, a plurality of peoples, each with its own traditions, would have to
be given due recognition.50 In this process, the Imperial Throne would stand
at the center, but with the proviso that the kokutai be de³ned in terms of a
self-negation, and that this self-negation be extended to include a plurality of
other kokutai or states no less conscious of their own historical mission.51 This
idea of a multiplicity of kokutai, according to Matsumoto Masao, was one
that Nishida entertained in the ³nal years of his life.52
Many more questions remain concerning the meaning of tradition in
Nishida’s thought. Principal among them are his view of Japan and his view
of Japan’s role in the construction of the coming global world order. Granted
his attachment to the Imperial Throne as the principal motivating force of
the Japanese microcosm, it is not at all clear how far he expected the imperially-founded tradition of the country to serve as the de³ning tradition for all
of culture, not just in the political arena. And in summoning the historical
and the mythological, the immanent and the transcendent, to join hands in
explaining the formation of the prototypical kokutai, it is not clear how far he
meant to extend the role of the Imperial Throne beyond the frontiers of his
own country into the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere and into the
wider world of nations that were to make up the new global world.
Immensely important as these questions are, I cannot deal with them here.53
48
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The Problem of Modernity in
the Philosophy of Nishida
Andrew F EENBERG

“What we call the study of the East today has meant only taking
the East as an object of study. As yet a profound reµection about the
Eastern way of thinking, in order to evolve a new method of thinking, has not been undertaken.”
—Nishida Kitarõ, “The Problem of Japanese Culture.”

I

N THE 1930S AND EARLY 1940S,

Japanese philosophy reµected the political
climate by becoming increasingly nationalistic and authoritarian. With a
few honorable exceptions, the major thinkers, such as Kuki Shðzõ,
Tanabe Hajime, and Watsuji Tetsurõ, defended Japanese imperialism.1
Nishida’s ambiguous stance was particularly signi³cant since he was the ³rst
Japanese philosopher able not only to understand the major trends of
Western thought, but also to employ the Western heritage to elaborate an
original philosophy of his own. He is generally considered the founder of
modern Japanese philosophy.
The association between philosophy and nationalist politics was not forgotten after the War and sometimes caused the one to be rejected with the
other, especially on the Left. But philosophers’ enthusiasm for government
policy varied widely and Nishida was by no means the worst. As we will see
below, his nationalism was primarily cultural, not military, and he was critical
of racist and totalitarian interpretations of of³cial policy. Nevertheless, his
inner doubts about the War do not appear to have affected his theoretical
The author would like to take this opportunity to acknowledge his gratitude to Arisaka Yõko, Peter
Dale, and Kazashi Nobuo for their advice and help. Needless to say, they bear no responsibility for the
³nal results.
1
For the imperialist background to Japanese thought before the War, see Peter Dale, The
Myth of Japanese Uniqueness (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1986).
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conception until quite late, and his ideas were turned to account by thinkers
far more enthusiastic about imperialism than he was.2 So far as I can tell, he
continued to hope until near the end that Japan would emerge from the War
as the center of an original politico-cultural sphere. One of his chief political
essays of the late 1930s summarized his cultural ambitions for Japan as follows:
Up to now Westerners thought that their culture was superior to all others, and that human culture advances toward their own form. Other peoples, such as Easterners, are behind and if they advance, they too will
acquire the same form. There are even some Japanese who think like this.
But…I believe there is something fundamentally different about the
East. They [East and West] must complement each other and…achieve
the eventual realization of a complete humanity. It is the task of Japanese
culture to ³nd such a principle.3
Although there is much in this position that is still of interest, it gradually
became so mixed up with the fate of Japanese imperialism that today it is
dif³cult to extract its lasting signi³cance from the circumstances of its formulation. The aim of this essay is to explain Nishida’s views, and so far as possible to identify his contribution to debates on culture that are far from
resolved even to this day.
Recently there has been a revival of interest in a key intellectual event of
the War that sheds some light on Nishida’s position. In 1942 the theme of
cultural originality inspired several seminars, the most famous of which was
titled “Overcoming [European] Modernity” (CÖu•°).4 The meeting represented a wide range of views, some irrationalist and anti-Western, others
more moderate in their claims for Japanese culture. A number of Nishida’s
followers were present, including Nishitani Keiji who argued that Japanese
culture is an original and authentic spiritual dispensation, comparable with
the Western heritage in its ability to support a modern civilization. He thus
2
For an example of Nishida’s doubts, see his letter to Harada of June 1942, NKZ
19:199–200.
3
The Problem of Japanese Culture, NKZ 14:404–5. Unless otherwise noted, all translations
from the Japanese are by Arisaka Yõko.
4
The “Overcoming Modernity” seminar papers were published in k¿ƒ [Literary world],
July 1942, and issued as a book the following year by Sõgensha of Tokyo. The participants
included, among others, several writers, a famous literary critic (·nÍ Kobayashi Hideo) and
three of Nishida’s students (Shimomura Toratarõ, Suzuki Shigetaka, and Nishitani Keiji). For
contemporary Japanese evaluations, see cÇ Í Hiromatsu Wataru, ò, ½ Asada Akira, }ë u
Ichikawa Hiroshi, and tú‘^ Karatani Kõjin, ACÖu•°Bo»,ò¿ [“Overcoming modernity
and Nishida’s philosophy], uî„‡ 4 (1989); and Hiromatsu Wataru, ACÖu•°BÇ [Theories
on “Overcoming modernity”] (Tokyo: Kõdansha, 1990).
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rejected the claim of European civilization to de³ne modernity for the entire
human race. As Harootunian notes, “The problem was to ³nd a way to conceptualize a modernity that was made in Japan, not in the West.”5
Also in 1942 Chðõkõron published several roundtable discussions of
Nishida’s students on “The World-Historical Standpoint and Japan.”6 These
discussions reµect Nishida’s simultaneous defense of traditional Japanese culture and af³rmation of modern scienti³c-technical civilization. This is a pattern familiar from German reactionary modernism, which, as Jeffrey Herf
explains, succeeded after World War I in reconceptualizing science and technology as dimensions of a speci³cally German cultural heritage, and thus salvaged them from the traditional romantic critique of materialist civilization in
the West.7 However, in Nishida’s own writings the pattern remains abstract,
unrelated to the Nietzschean and nihilist themes of his German contemporaries, and compatible with a variety of different political positions that were
in fact explored by his students.
His students’ comments in Chðõkõron concretize this pattern in terms of
the ideas of Ernst Jünger and other German reactionaries. They celebrate the
fusion of moralische Energie and modern technology that characterizes
wartime Japan. Rather than worrying about the justi³cation of the War, the
participants express enthusiasm for the moral and aesthetic dimension of total
mobilization. They see the struggle in China as a contest of cultures in which
Japan will forcibly liberate Asia from the West. In their defense, it might be
said that the participants were endorsing an imaginary war, but this is the
common mode of engagement in real warfare in an age of ideology. It is fair
to say that in these conversations, militarist nationalism acquired a paradoxically anti-imperialist aura from Nishida’s philosophy of culture.
The idea of “overcoming modernity” foreshadows strangely the later
attempts of other non-European intellectuals in the anticolonialist movement
to declare their spiritual independence from the European sources of their
modernity. Today it is cited with increasing frequency as a precedent for the
remarkable µowering of theories of Japanese exceptionalism (nihonjinron,
Õû^Ç) in the 1960s and 1970s. The nihonjinron owe a subterranean debt
5
H. D. Harootunian, “Visible Discourses/Invisible Ideologies,” in Masao Miyoshi and H.
D. Harootunian, eds. Postmodernism and Japan (Durham: Duke University Press, 1989). See
also Najita Tetsuo and H. D. Harootunian, “Japanese Revolt Against the West,” in P. Duus, ed.,
The Cambridge History of Japan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), vol. 6.
6
Participants were Kõsaka Masaaki, Kõyama Iwao, Suzuki Shigetaka, and Nishitani Keiji. For
these meetings see Sakai Naoki, “Modernity and Its Critique: The Problem of Universalism and
Particularism,” in Postmodernism and Japan, 105ff.
7
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to these predecessors, but much of interest in the earlier formulations has
been lost along with the more embarrassing traces of nationalism.
It is important to distinguish Nishida’s rather complex dialectical universalism from the particularism of these various expressions of cultural nationalism. Writing before World War II, Nishida was one of many thinkers who
attempted a positive philosophical expression of Japan’s contribution to a
world culture he experienced as still in the making. Optimistically, he believed
that “a point of union between Eastern and Western culture can be sought in
Japan.”8 And he argued, against all forms of isolationism, “To become global, Eastern culture must not stop at its own speci³city but rather it must shed
a new light on Western culture and a new world culture must be created.”9
In this context, Western culture means, of course, the speci³c forms of
rationality associated with modern science and technology; the cultural synthesis at which Nishida aimed involved investing these with new meaning
derived from the Eastern tradition. But for the nihonjinron written after the
War, the historical possibilities have been foreclosed. The highest expression
of Japanese culture is now the production of difference, particularity, in those
regions of life still untouched by scienti³c-technical rationality. Thus what
was originally put forward as a hypothesis about the formation of modern
world culture, in which Japan would be Europe’s equal and assimilate its science and technology, is today expressed in terms of the ethnically unique
deviation of Japan from universal European models. That less ambitious project has less sweeping implications.10
Despite the obvious questions that can be raised about the culturalist
enterprise of the nihonjinron, they bring into focus the inadequacy of theories that uncritically identify modernization with Westernization. This aspect
of his philosophy is quite contemporary, and has brought about a “return” to
Nishida on the part of some Japanese intellectuals who have found anticipations of a Japanese “post-modernity” in his thought, while others worry
about the renewal of nationalism this return appears to imply.11
8
Nishida Kitarõ, “The Problem of Japanese Culture,” in W. T. de Bary, ed., Sources of
Japanese Tradition (New York: Columbia University Press, 1958), 2:365.
9
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As Sakai Naoki writes, “Contrary to what has been advertised by both sides, universalism
and particularism reinforce and supplement each other; they are never in real conµict; they need
each other and have to seek to form a symmetrical, mutually supporting relationship by every
means in order to avoid a dialogic encounter which would necessarily jeopardize their reputedly
secure and harmonized monologic worlds” (“Modernity and Its Critique,” 105).
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For an accessible example of these new approaches, see Nakamura Yðjirõ’s interesting article, “Nishida: Le Premier Philosophe Original au Japon,” Critique 39 (1983): 428-9. For the
major survey of Nishida and his school in a Western language, see Õhashi Ryõsuke, Die
Philosophie der Kyoto-Schule: Texte und Einführung (Freiburg: Karl Albers Verlag, 1990).
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EXPERIENCE AND SCIENCE

Like other literate non-Western peoples, the Japanese were easily able to
understand scienti³c-technical rationality and the material advantages it gave
the West. The contradiction between that form of rationality and their own
cultural tradition troubled them deeply. Should they resist modernity altogether and remain loyal to their past? Would they, on the contrary, have to
abandon their way of life to acquire the technical means of resistance to the
West? Or could they adopt science and technology for practical purposes such
as defense while retaining their traditional spiritual values?12
Each of these questions implies a naive exteriority, in the ³rst case, of a
nation to its history and the encounters that irreversibly mark its destiny; in
the second, of a people to its culture, which cannot be dropped like an old
glove; and in the third, of a spiritual tradition to the material life of society.
Nishida rejected all these illusory solutions and argued instead that Japan
could forge a speci³cally Japanese modernity out of a synthesis of Eastern and
Western elements. He hoped to accommodate modernity to Japanese tradition not by rejecting Western science but by encompassing it in a concept of
experience that grew naturally out of his culture.
Nishida understood modernity on fairly standard modern terms as the
emergence of rational inquiry in opposition to doctrine-bound traditions and
prejudices. Since Western thought advanced through rigorous attention to
facts, any similar Japanese characteristics would constitute an indigenous
potential for modernization. Accordingly, Nishida believed that the Japanese
orientation toward “the true facts of things”—experience in its pure state—
was proto-modern even before the encounter with the West.13
But Nishida’s understanding of experience was radically different from
the prevailing Western view. As Arisaka Yõko has argued, the Japanese idea of
experience is neither empiricist nor romantic.14 Empiricism eliminates the
“secondary qualities” of the object and abstracts puri³ed conceptual entities
such as “sense data” or “brute facts” from the immediate content of experience, while romanticism calls for a return from conceptual activity to pure
immediacy. But for the Japanese, experience is a paradoxical return to a kind
of cultural immediate. It involves re³ning the web of associations to a univer12
The latter position characterized forward-looking thinking in the nineteenth century in
China under the slogan, Chung-hsueh wei-t’i, hsi-hsueh wei-yung (_¿¤î, »¿¤ä “Chinese
learning for fundamental principles, Western learning for practical applications”); but that balance was never achieved. For this earlier experience see Ssu-yu Teng and John K. Fairbanks,
China’s Response to the West (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1954), part 3.
13
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Arisaka Yõko, “Haiku, Nishida, and Heidegger: Toward a New Metaphysics of Experience” (1993 manuscript).
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sally shared remainder. Haiku, for example, are often said to be concerned with
the experience of nature. But in fact they articulate the natural world poetically in all its rich emotional and historical associations without distinguishing
a purely material content from the contributions of culture and the subject.
This concept of experience is incompatible with Western naturalism. It
makes sense to consider nature, abstracted from culture and history, as the
foundation of experience only if the object can be conceived outside of any
connection to a subject. Nishida claimed, on the contrary, that not nature
but experience is the ontological basis of reality. In his account, the original
“pure” experience is “as yet neither subject nor object” and in it “knowledge
and its object are one.”15 Undifferentiated into subject and object, it does not
consist in material things, but neither is it individual and psychological.
Experience in this sense forms a shared realm of intersubjective meanings. It
is exterior and culturally speci³c, “a kind of public ³eld,” not inward and universal like the idea of experience in the West.16 Yet like the latter, it retains a
unique foundational pathos in the context of an absolute historicism such as
Nishida was eventually to elaborate.17
Nishida’s fame dates from the publication in 1911 of his ³rst book, An
Inquiry into the Good. It was in this remarkable book that he proposed his
concept of an all-embracing ³eld of experience. Nishida’s later writings suggest that this concept and its various successors in his thought express a peculiarly Japanese approach, not in any exclusive sense, but simply as products of
the natural sequence of development of Japanese culture. He believed that
Japanese philosophy was destined to raise this feature of Japanese culture to
universality much as the natural sciences had universalized Western culture.
In what did this universalization consist? In fact, in the presentation of
Japanese ideas in Western dress. This becomes clear from the ³rst page of
Nishida’s maiden effort, for he begins by appropriating William James’s concept of “pure experience” to explain his own idea. But despite this similar
starting point, real differences divide Nishida and James. For example, while
pure experience for James was simply an explanatory category, in Nishida it
also sometimes appears to signify a version of Buddhist “no-mind,” a particular way of relating to experience. Here pure experience risks regressing to a
special psychological attitude, a kind of secular enlightenment.18
15
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Nishida Kitarõ, Fundamental Problems of Philosophy, trans. by D. Dilworth (Tokyo: Sophia
University Press, 1970), 186.
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Although Nishida’s borrowings from James call into question the
authenticity of his notion of a speci³cally Japanese culture of experience, his
procedure is less absurd than it seems. For Nishida, James represented a
quasi-universal logic of modernity with which Japanese philosophy would
have to come to terms in its break with traditional Eastern modes of discourse. Yet the goal was not indiscriminate Westernization. It was precisely
James’s critique of Western metaphysics that made his thought a suitable
vehicle for modernizing Japanese philosophy. As Whitehead remarked, James
did not so much continue the Western philosophical tradition as introduce a
sharp break in its continuity comparable with the Cartesian revolution in
scope and signi³cance: he “clears the stage of the old paraphernalia” in harmony with profound transformations taking place throughout European culture.19 Nishida believed that these innovations opened the doors to a broader
international participation in modernity. In the early 20th century, James was
not a bad place to look for access to this emerging world culture.
The oxymoron, “quasi-universal,” is thus appropriate in describing
Nishida’s evaluation of contemporary Western philosophy. While he recognized its cultural limitations, he nevertheless rejected the idea of an external
critique of modernity from the standpoint of a construct of a supposedly
Eastern alternative. Instead he chose to plunge into Western philosophy in
the con³dence that the originality of his peculiarly Japanese insight would
shine through. As Shimomura explains, he took “Western philosophy as a
mediation to be used in challenging Western philosophy itself.”20
Nishida’s con³dence was not misplaced, but the operation in which he
was engaged was far more dif³cult than he imagined in 1911. For over
thirty years he was occupied in the construction of one after another version
of his system, none of which ever satis³ed him. In any case, his choice
enabled him to steer a new course between both imitative Westernization and
Eastern exoticism.21
19

Alfred North Whitehead, Science in the Modern World (New York: Macmillan, 1925), 205.

20

Shimomura Toratarõ, “The Modernisation of Japan, with Special Reference to
Philosophy,” Philosophical Studies of Japan 7 (1966): 16.
21
This aspect of his achievement is lost, however, in much recent scholarship. Because
Nishida attempted to reformulate a putatively Japanese worldview in the language of Western
philosophy, students of his thought often read it as an elaborately encoded version of traditional
Mah„y„na metaphysics. See Robert Carter, The Nothingness Beyond God: An Introduction to the
Philosophy of Nishida Kitarõ (New York: Paragon House, 1989). While decoding Nishida’s writings in Eastern terms can be useful, unfortunately this approach has also contributed to the widespread impression that Nishida was an anti-modern, traditionalist thinker; but in fact, like most
of his generation, he evaluated modern science and civilization positively on the whole (a view,
be it said, that is not incompatible with a sympathy for Buddhism).
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In Nishida’s later work, his already cultural concept of experience
became the basis for a historicist ontology. He argued that insofar as the
knowing subject is a human individual, it is not only a knower but also an
actor, related not only to things but also to history. If one sees knowing as
more than a contemplative encounter of a cogito with truth, but also as a
practical social activity, then it is plausible to ask what else this activity entails
besides pure knowledge. In question is not merely the validity of theory nor
the goal of the activity it orients, but even more its place in a lifeform.
Nishida called this his “fundamental idea”:
Ordinarily, we think of the material world, the biological world, and the
historical world as being separate. But in my view the historical world is
the most concrete, and the material and biological worlds are abstractions. Thus, if we grasp the historical world, we grasp reality itself.22
Today such formulations resonate with the notion that the universality of
Reason is an illusion. Following Foucault, feminist theory, and constructivist
sociology of knowledge, a case can be made that our science is really only
one “ethnoscience” among others.23 However, in his historical situation,
Nishida could not simply call for a full-scale return to ethnoscienti³c traditions without surrendering to reactionary obscurantism.24 Nativist ideas of
“Japanese science” (Õû¿) seemed to him an excuse to resist the sincere
confrontation with the cultural achievements of the West required by the
globalizing process of modernity. Instead of proposing a return to an ethnically rooted “local knowledge,” Nishida attempted to put science in its
“place” in a historical framework that reµected the values of his culture.
Science was to be given a new meaning in this context, not merely employed
to secure material wealth and national independence. Such ideas were widely
accessible to Japanese writers and intellectuals, caught in the midst of a mod22
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Sandra Harding, “Is Science Multicultural? Challenges, Resources, Opportunities,
Uncertainties,” in T. Goldberg, ed., Multiculturalism: A Reader (London: Basil Blackwell,
1994).
24
A Western reader who wants to understand the liberating impact of modern science in
Japan (as opposed to the fear of its military technology) should look at Sugita Genpaku’s famous
book, Dawn of Western Science in Japan, trans. by R. Matsumoto and E. Kiyooka (Tokyo:
Hokuseido Press, 1969). Sugita recounts his experience (in 1771!) examining the dissected body
of an executed criminal while comparing Chinese and Dutch anatomy books. All that he had
been taught as a doctor was suddenly overthrown, and he devoted the rest of his life to translating the Dutch book in which he had found the truth his eyes con³rmed. Naturally, this does not
exclude a later recovery of a different level of meaning from Chinese anatomy once it is no longer
taken literally as an image of bodily organs.
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ernizing movement they lived simultaneously as a response to both the
Universal (scienti³c truth) and the Particular (Western power).
Nishida sought the principle of an absolute historicism in the underlying
assumptions of Eastern culture. However, in turning to these Eastern
sources, he believed himself to be advancing forward rather than backward in
accordance with the tendencies of modern science. This apparent paradox
makes sense if we share Nishida’s view of the revolutionary character of modern science along lines already anticipated less self-consciously in his earlier
appropriation of James. He believed that recent physics and mathematics had
already broken with the West’s own most parochial limitations, such as
Christian transcendentalism and the substantialism inherited from the
Greeks. But these traditional views hung on in the historical sciences, where
they would inevitably be overcome as other cultures appropriated modernity.
Eastern thought was uniquely quali³ed to contribute to this revolution
in historical understanding. Like Greek thought it de³ned reality in thisworldly terms, but it lacked the substantialist prejudice of the Greeks.
Through its intervention, the historical world was to be swept up in the same
sort of whirlwind as nature; not Aristotelian “things” or Cartesian “cogitos,”
not even Newtonian “laws,” but tumultuous processes of conµictual structuration operate over the abyss of nothingness. To Nishida, Japanese modernity promised just such an up-to-date vision.

DIALECTICS OF PLACE

Under Hegel’s inµuence, Nishida’s argument for this approach took the form
of a dialectical system. As a good Hegelian, he believed that “the truth is the
whole.” Isolated parts are “abstract moments” of the “concrete universal,”
i.e., the totality to which they belong. His system began with the abstract
parts and worked toward the reconstruction of the whole by continually shifting the point of view to broaden the context of explanation, moving from
abstractions to the lifeforms that animate them. This method yielded a dialectical progression of levels of knowledge, reµection, action, and experience,
each of which represented a more or less abstract dimension of the concrete
totality of experience; that totality itself was conceptualized, however, in a
more Heideggerian than Hegelian style as the absolute activity of presence.25
At this highest level, Nishida located something he called the “place of
25
That this similiarity is no accident is argued in Graham Parkes, “Heidegger and Japanese
Thought: How Much Did He Know, and When Did He Know It?”, in C. Macann, ed.,
Heidegger: Critical Assessments (New York: Routledge, 1992).
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absolute nothingness,” a philosophical concept derived from his earlier concept of pure experience and retaining its Buddhist allusion.
Here, schematically presented, are the four basic levels of Nishida’s
dialectic:26
1. Judgement, or knowledge of nature: the known abstracted from the
knower.
2. Self-consciousness, or the psychological self of knowledge and action:
the knower/doer abstracted from culture.
3. The world of meaning or values as ground of action: the self considered in its cultural signi³cance.
4. “Absolute nothingness”: experience as a ³eld of immediate subjectobject unity underlying culture, action, and knowledge, and making
them possible as objecti³cations of this prior unity.
Nishida called each level a basho (õ‹, “place” or “³eld”). Within the various
basho, he distinguished between an objective and a subjective aspect. What is
subjective at one level appears as objective at the next level, and vice versa.
For example, the subjective side of the level of judgement is the “³eld of
predicates,” the universal concepts employed in describing things. To these
predicates corresponds the speci³c objectivity of the Aristotelian thing of
which they are predicated. But what is this thing? Its individuality is inconceivable from the standpoint of a judgement that works exclusively with universals.
Only an individual can relate to an individual. An adequate approach to
the thing known requires us to go beyond the horizon of logical predication
to identify a knowing thing, a subject that knows. This transition marks the
passage to self-consciousness, the next level of the dialectic. The objective
side of the dialectic of predicates—the thing—is now thematized as the
knowing subject which transcends its predicates through embracing them on
the ³eld of knowledge. The predicates which ³rst inhered in the thing now
inhere in the consciousness that knows them. We have in a sense moved from
Aristotle to Kant.
But the dialectical progression continues. As we saw in the last section,
the knowing subject is more than a knower; it is a human being necessarily
situated in a cultural world. “‘Knowing’ itself,” Nishida wrote, “is already a
social and historical event.”27 Paradoxically, although knowing is a culturally
26
The originator of this sort of systematic interpretation of Nishida is ¢[RC Kõyama Iwao,
»,ò¿ [Nishida philosophy] (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1935). See also Abe Masao, “Nishida’s
Philosophy of ‘Place’,” International Philosophical Quarterly 28/4 (1988).
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situated activity, culture appears arbitrary to it. Mere facts cannot determine
the values that move the person to action, nor discriminate between the good
and the bad, the beautiful and the ugly. This is the function of culture, which
can only be explained by a theory of the will in its relation to meanings. At
that level consciousness appears to be determined by moral and aesthetic values which embrace it and provide the wider context for its actions. The subject—consciousness—becomes object in the framework of the cultural system
of which it is a manifestation or “self-determination.” This notion refers us
not to a scienti³c theory of culture, but to a cultural theory of action.
At each level, Nishida’s dialectic moves toward greater concreteness,
away from abstract knowledge toward “existence,” toward an experience so
familiar we constantly overlook it in our attempts to categorize and explain.
That experience is the immediate unity of subject and object in action. In
most Western thought this unity is regarded as the effacement of consciousness in mere reµex. Philosophy, as a form of knowledge, quite naturally considers the objects of knowledge to be the primary reality. But for Nishida, the
reverse is true: the engagement of the actor with the environment is more
fundamental than cognition. Knowledge must dethrone itself and learn to
see through the eyes of action.
That vision is not thoughtless, but the concept of self-consciousness is
inadequate to represent it. This is another reason why Nishida’s cultural theory moves beyond the stage of self-consciousness to a unifying intuition that
is neither a knowing nor a doing as we usually conceive them, but the knowledge implicit in action itself. At that level, we ³nd ourselves again in the world
of pure experience, in which meaning and being are joined in cultural immediacy prior to the abstract distinction of fact and value, situation and will.
This “action-intuition” (‘`íŸ?) is similar to Heidegger’s concept of
“circumspection” (Umsicht) in that it, too, aims to liberate the subject-object
relation from the limitations of rationalistic models. That means, among
other things, overcoming a voluntaristic view of action as mere implementation of preconceived plans in pursuit of subjective ends. And like Heidegger,
Nishida rejected the privilege of knowledge over the culturally de³ned world
of action in which it ³nds its roots, and instead asserted the relative priority of
culture over knowledge.
However, Nishida believed that Heidegger’s approach was insuf³ciently
dynamic. He claimed that “Even though Heidegger’s idea of existence is historical, it is without movement or action.”28 Here Nishida is at least partially
unfair. Heidegger undoubtedly attained the standpoint of action, but it is
true that he concerned himself only with the circumspective understanding of
things as objects of practice and failed to grasp the self-constitution of the
28
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human subject in interaction with the Other. Nishida’s philosophy, unlike
Heidegger’s, focused on the objectivity of the acting subject, its essential situatedness in a “place” (basho) out of which it must act and in which it is acted
on and shaped.
This focus points beyond hermeneutics toward dialectics. But here, too,
Nishida was unsatis³ed with Western formulations. He believed that Hegel,
while developing all the basic categories of dialectics, had remained stubbornly at the level of self-consciousness:
Hegel sought reason behind reality rather than seeking reality beyond
reason. In this his dialectical method was subjective and fell into mere
formalism in trying to understand concrete reality….We should not
understand reality through logical formulas. Rather, reason must be
interpreted historically as one aspect of our lives. Instead of understanding Hegel’s logic in terms of its developmental process, it should be
understood as an abstraction from concrete life as the self-determination
of nothingness.29
In sum, Nishida introduced action-intuition into Hegel’s dialectic and
reconceptualized it from the standpoint of practice, while introducing dialectics into the hermeneutics of historical practice he had found in Dilthey and
Heidegger. As he put it elsewhere: “In the true historical world, the world of
true objectivity, the approach to things and the approach to the Thou have
become one.”30
The concept of history that emerges from this unusual synthesis is a kind
of anticipation of systems theory summed up in the notion of a process in
which the “formed” becomes the “forming.” Nishida deconstructed history
into various circular processes of self-production and self-transformation. The
subjects whose actions create history are themselves historical products.
Values are at once objective historical givens and dynamic principles of
action. So understood, history cannot be reduced to a concatenation of stable
nature-like things, because it is composed ultimately of actions. Knowledge
of the natural scienti³c sort cannot comprehend this historical world, which
must be grasped instead by dialectics.31
So far in this exposition of his system I have emphasized the relationship
between Nishida and the Western thinkers who inµuenced him and through
29
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whom his ideas become comprehensible. However, as with James, here too
Nishida’s thought cannot be reduced to its Western sources because the
Eastern tradition to some extent shaped his use of them. This is especially
apparent in the ³nal stage of Nishida’s dialectic. This stage, the “place of
absolute nothingness,” is not some sort of mystical intuition, but it is indeed
dif³cult to understand without reference to Buddhism.32 It was here that
Nishida most clearly attempted to validate his notion of a unique contribution of the East to modern culture. I can only sketch an approach to this
dif³cult concept, taking off from the historical and cultural problems that are
my principal concern.
There is a dimension of Nishida’s view of history that transcends mere
theory of practice toward existential realization. In Nishida, actors necessarily
posit an environment against which they must assert themselves to live, yet as
they express their life they objectify themselves in the struggle and become
the environment of each other. This is the “identity of opposites”: “Action
means negation of the other, and means the will to make the other [an
expression of] oneself. It means that the Self wants to be the world. But it
also means, on the other hand, that the Self denies itself and becomes a part
of the world.”33 “Acting,” in sum, “is essentially ‘being acted’.”34
The Leibnizian image of a community of monads each reµecting the
world in itself suggested a model of this dialectic of self and other.
Each existential monad originates itself by expressing itself; and yet it
expresses itself by negating itself and expressing the world. The monads
are thus co-originating, and form the world through their mutual negation. The monads are the world’s own perspectives; they form the world
interexpressively through their own mutual negation and af³rmation.
Conversely, the concrete matrix of historical actuality that exists and
moves through itself enfolds these monadic perspectives within itself.35
The objectivity of history thus arises from the mutual perceptions of the individuals engaged within it. Put another way, its objectivity is simply the necessarily reciprocal relations of these actions because actor and object have
become perspectives on each other rather than distinct species.
32
Although he does not cite Nishida in this connection, Nishitani’s interpretation of šðnyat„
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The inner realization of this truth is the existential discovery of the
“³eld” (basho) on which self and other deploy their identity and difference.
When the self identi³es concretely with that ³eld, it “discovers the selftransforming matrix of history in its own bottomless depths.”36 That ³eld is a
scene of struggle understood in traditional Buddhist rather than Western
individualist terms: one plays one’s role without reserve but also with an
immediate sense of the system formed by one’s interactions with other individuals. The more one identi³es with the system as a whole, the more one is
properly in one’s own place within it, and vice versa. This peculiar double
structure of action, operating as an ontological postulate, provides an original
image of the concrete totality as the “place of nothingness.”
Nishida’s conclusion is profoundly paradoxical. He founded an absolute
historicism that encompassed modern science in an account of experience
derived from the Eastern tradition. That account is itself modern in the sense
that it responds to the thoroughgoing epistemological atheism that underlies
twentieth-century science and philosophy. Yet in demonstrating that history
is the ultimate reality, Nishida brought back the science question from a different angle. As I will argue in the next section, his own Eastern logic forbade
a nativist regression. Scienti³c knowledge, as the culture and action of the
West, cannot be dismissed, but must be encountered authentically in the
struggle for modernity. The dialectical system was intended to engage Japan
in that struggle.
In sum, Nishida grasped the cultural connections that threaten scienti³c
self-certainty and the social reciprocities that undermine subjective autonomy, and yet af³rm science and subjectivity. He refused the transcendence
of culture in knowledge without adopting a comforting relativism that
would at least allow disengagement from the hegemony of Western science.
Nishida seems to have been determined to leave himself no resting place.
This ambivalence is related to Japan’s dif³cult place in the system of world
culture.

CULTURAL SELF-AFFIRMATION

Nishida’s philosophy of culture attempted to vindicate the self-assertion of
Japan as an Asian nation against European world hegemony. The new order
emerging from the War would restore Japan’s historic “world mission,” lost
so long as “Asian nations were suppressed by European imperialism and
viewed from a colonial standpoint.”37
36
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All modern cultures, including the Japanese, are equal, according to
Nishida, in the sense that each has a contribution to make to an emerging
world culture.38 There can be no single universal replacement for national
culture, for “when they lose their speci³city they cease to be cultures”; but
the uniqueness of each culture does not authorize “a merely abstract advance
in an individual direction.” “A true world culture will be formed only by various cultures preserving their own respective viewpoints, but simultaneously
developing themselves through global mediation.”39 All modern cultures
must participate in a fruitful intermingling and mutual contamination. World
culture consists in a ³eld of dialogue and conµict rather than a speci³c substantive way of life, comparable to the existing cultures.
Each people stands on its own historical ground and has its own world
mission, and that is how each nation possesses a historical life. When I
say that each nation must realize itself while transcending itself and creating a world culture, I mean that each nation must realize itself through
its own particular culture. It is in this way that particular cultures emerge
from the foundation of history and constitute a world culture. In such a
world each national culture expresses its own unique historical life and, at
the same time, through their world-historical missions they all unite to
form one world.40
This dialectic of world culture is consistent with Nishida’s conception of
action. The Eastern engagement with the West embraced a deeper collaboration under the surface conµict; it was to be a productive transformation of
modernity with global consequences.
Because modern cultures all share science, they now subsist generally in
the “truth” and can no longer be described as mere errors or divagations.
But what then explains their multiplicity? Nishida’s historicist ontology
promised a “multicultural” bridge between national particularity and rational
universality. The categories of the various stages of his dialectic can each be
employed to describe the unique emphasis of a cultural type. Cultures consist
in horizons of thought and action, paradigms or “archetypes,” in which one
or another category is unilaterally absolutized.41 National struggles manifest
conµicts between the diverse conceptual frameworks of social ontology at the
level of whole peoples and their ways of life. In sum, ontological and cultural
categories are mutually translatable. Presumably, cultures communicate and
38
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complete each other through the processes of exchange and discussion in
which ontological visions are elaborated.
This view certainly owed something to Hegel’s Phenomenology, although
Nishida refused the ³nal synthesis at which Hegel was traditionally said to
aim. In this regard, Nishida was actually closer to contemporary Hegel scholarship, which argues that the ultimate Begriff does not resolve contradictions
metaphysically in a substantive totality but embraces them methodologically,
maintaining the opposition between its terms. Such anti-metaphysical readings of Hegel respond to skeptical and neo-Kantian currents in contemporary
thought.42
Nishida’s reasons for rejecting synthesis were quite different: his emphasis on action excluded a purely conceptual resolution of the contradictions.
This would explain why his writings do not offer third terms but rather endlessly alternating emphases among the fragmented ³eld of historical and cultural contradictions and their corresponding action positions in the world
system.
Alongside this af³rmation of multiplicity, Nishida defended the apparently contrary notion that Japanese culture has a global character. Since modern culture is scienti³c in character, Japan’s global mission cannot be merely
religious or aesthetic as is sometimes supposed, but must include a unique
intellectual content, a “logic,” with the sort of universal value attributed to
other achievements of modern thought.43 This logic was Japan’s culturally
speci³c appropriation of modernity in terms of the “identity of contradictions” as described in the previous section.
This is the same logic that underlay Japan’s long history of µexibility and
assimilation of alien inµuences. In ancient times, Japan absorbed Chinese
culture, and so today will it assimilate Western culture, serving thereby as a
global point of junction.44 According to Nishida, the “formlessness” or
“emptiness” of Japanese culture enables it to harbor unresolved contradictions in itself. This formlessness reµects at the historico-cultural level the
philosophical notions of pure experience and absolute nothingness. Here
these apparently abstruse philosophical categories turn out to signify a unique
cultural identity and role.
It is dif³cult to be sure what Nishida thought of the function of philosophy in modern life, but it seems to serve as a cultural crossroads, an essential
point of translation and communication in an era characterized by intensifying interactions between peoples. Nishida saw his own thought as the prod42
Robert Pippin, Modernism as a Philosophical Problem (Cambridge, Mass.: Basil Blackwell,
1991), 66–79.
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uct of the confrontation of cultures in the new era of world culture. It did not
offer a ³nal synthesis but a language in terms of which the philosopher can be
at home in a multiplicity of forms of thought. Nishida’s ambition was not to
resolve these contradictions, but to devise a method for thinking each
moment in its relation to its Other. In this his philosophy reµected the emptiness that opened Japan to universal experience.45
Unfortunately, Nishida’s conception of cultural self-af³rmation seems to
have gone well beyond the search for fruitful dialogue and embraced military
struggle as a positive moment. In conclusion, I must discuss this disturbing
aspect of his thought. This discussion is, however, limited by the confusion
that surrounds Nishida’s role in the War; he does not appear to have had any
of³cial or even semi-of³cial post, and the texts from the period are so abstract
they might be accommodated to rather different political positions. Hence
the inconclusive controversy between those who hold Nishida, as a leading
intellectual, in some measure responsible for Japanese imperialism, and those
who see him as a moderate who dissociated himself from the worst ideological excesses of the time.46 Nevertheless, I will argue that his late texts point at
least to provisional conclusions, which I put forward below in the hope of
provoking further research and discussion.

GREEKS OR JEWS?

Hegel argued that war is a means of spiritual self-af³rmation for modern
nations. Today this view has become shocking, but for several generations
Hegel’s doctrine merely articulated the common sense of nations in Europe
and North America. Recall, for example, the vulgar Hegelianism of our own
concept of “Manifest Destiny.” In a later time, conservative Japanese philosophers defended war on just such Hegelian grounds without understanding
that it was too late in the day to launch a colonial enterprise and carve out a
sphere of inµuence of the old type.
It seems that Nishida shared this view. Several future national leaders
(Konoe, Kido) attended his classes and in 1941 he was even invited to give a
speech to the emperor.47 It is not surprising, then, that he was consulted by
the government. He opposed war with the U.S. and he emphasized the
45
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importance of cosmopolitan cultural interaction to an unusual degree, but
otherwise his occasional comments on world politics appear to follow the
conventional opinion of the day.48 Although he never explained how to
achieve it, he supported Japanese hegemony in Asia and he was an enthusiastic advocate of the emperor system. Indeed, for Nishida the imperial house
lay at the center of both the political and cultural systems. As such, he called
it the “identity of contradictions,” situating it mysteriously beyond the reach
of his own concept of action as a system of reciprocities.49 This would seem to
absolutize the state as an expression of the emperor’s will; only the sustained
ambiguity of politics and culture in Nishida’s thought distances it somewhat
from the crude statist nationalism of the day by signifying that will as a place
(basho) of nothingness without particular content.
The µavor of his position, and much of the reason for our dif³culty in
evaluating it today, is clear from the following thoroughly symptomatic passage from his speech to the emperor:
Today, due to the extensive development of global transportation, the
world has become one. Today’s nationalism must be conceptualized
from this standpoint. It is not a nationalism in which each nation turns in
on itself, but rather in which each nation secures a position of its own
within the world, that is to say, each nation must become globally aware.
When diverse peoples enter into such a world-historical (›ƒtí) relation, there may be conµicts among them such as we see today, but this is
only natural. The most world-historical nation must then serve as a center
to stabilize this turbulent period. What do I mean by a nation having a
global character? It means that this nation embraces holism yet at the same
time does not deny the individual and, indeed, takes individual creation
as its medium. Today we usually conceive of individualism and holism as
opposed to one another, but by itself, individualism is outdated, and any
holism which denies the individual is also a thing of the past.50
In the context of the ongoing War these remarks can, but need not necessarily, be read as a euphemistic defense of Japanese imperialism, yet at the
same time Nishida also appears to contest totalitarianism in the name of the
creativity of independent individuals and cultures.
On reading Nishida’s war writings, the comparison with Heidegger
immediately springs to mind. But this comparison is misleading. It is true
48
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that, like Heidegger in his Nazi phase, Nishida could be heard repeating
imperialist slogans. But unlike Heidegger, whose “private National
Socialism” was expressed for a time in the of³cial language of the Nazi state
he represented as a government of³cial, the private thinker Nishida always
quali³ed offensive expressions of nationalism from his own culturalist standpoint. Here, for example, is a passage in which, without actually questioning
the Imperial Way ideology that justi³ed the Paci³c War, Nishida attempted
to reformulate it culturally.
Japan’s formative principle must become the formative principle of the
world as well.… But it is most dangerous to subjectivize Japan. That
merely militarizes the Imperial Way (yŠ) and transforms it into imperialism (Ð³ü–5)…. In contrast we must contribute to the world by discovering our own principle of self-formation in the depths of our
historical development; that principle is the identity of contradictions.
This is the authentic…Imperial Way. This is the true meaning of “All the
world under one roof” (k‚s”).51
There is an even deeper distinction to be made between Nishida and
Heidegger in terms of their historical situation. Although Heidegger claimed
to look toward the future, he was unable to give any positive content to his
notion of a distinctively authentic modernity, and eventually he fell victim to
the deluded hope that Germany could be the agent for his reactionary program of af³rming man against technology and mass society. This was the
basis of his Nazi adventure, to which he never counterposed another comprehensible, much less credible, alternative.52 Heidegger’s later thought of
Being offers an oracular discourse that strives nobly to reenchant the world
but it falls far short of a concrete alternative.53
By contrast, as a non-Westerner in a newly developed country Nishida
seems to have experienced no particular anxiety about scienti³c-technical
progress. He was untouched by the gloomy mood fostered by Weber,
Jünger, and Spengler, and looked hopefully to the emergence of an alternative modernity de³ned in the rich terms of his own living Japanese culture.
51
NKZ 12:341. Pierre Lavelle (“The Political Thought of Nishida Kitarõ”) dismisses this
apparently anti-war statement and assimilates Nishida’s views to the moderate ultranationalism of
the Konoe faction on the grounds that anti-imperialist rhetoric was common even in the military
at the time. I believe this goes too far toward disambiguating the ambiguities Nishida appears to
have purposely introduced into his public statements.
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Accordingly, he had no need of a “politics of being” to break with a despised
present.
It was this hopeful conception that became entangled with Japanese
imperialism in his 1943 response to the War Cabinet’s request for a paper on
the New World Order. There Nishida can be found telling the old Hegelian
story of national identity. According to this text, the Paci³c War would lead
to the appropriation of modernity by Eastern cultures that had so far participated in the modern world only as objects of Western conquest. The War
was interpreted here as a kind of struggle for recognition out of which a new
form of global community should emerge.
Nishida did not explain why Japan would have to mimic Western colonialism to achieve this laudable goal, and his understanding of events appears
strangely anachronistic. He naively compared the War to the Greek struggle
with Persia, as the military precondition of a triumphant cultural selfaf³rmation of world-historical signi³cance: “Just as the victory of Greece in
the Persian War long ago set European culture on a path it has followed up to
this day, so too the contemporary East Asian war determines a path of development for the coming epoch of world history.”54 From that standpoint
Japan’s defeat would seem to represent the destruction of a cultural universe,
indeed of the very possibility of cultural plurality in the modern world.
There is something of the Meiji man in this position. In the Meiji period
Japanese militarism had a much clearer anti-imperialist content than later on.
It is easy to sympathize with Nishida’s enthusiasm for Japanese victories
against the Russians in 1905, when Japan was still subject to national humiliation by the Western powers. It is not so easy to understand his apparent
support for the War with China in the 1930s and 1940s, when Japan was a
great power.
Perhaps Nishida’s understated position reµected awareness of this difference. No doubt he hoped that emphasizing Japanese cultural rather than military leadership in Asia would contribute to an early end to the War. But he
continued to think in terms of power blocs; his writings do not reµect until
quite late a clear understanding that Japanese colonial policy was not simply
a normal mode of participation in global politics, but the very death of his
own cultural program.55 In our time freedom, equality, and trade have cultural implications, not the military conquest of weaker neighbors.
54
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We can hardly miss this point today given the postwar experience of
decolonization. Had Japan won the Paci³c War, it would have founded an
immense Asian empire at precisely the moment when Europe was giving up
on colonialism. As honorary Europeans, the Japanese would have arrived too
late at this banquet table to enjoy the fun. One imagines the consequences:
Japan would have spent the next generation ³ghting guerilla wars all over
Asia; fascism would have remained in power for another generation. Far from
the conquest of Asia ful³lling Nishida’s cultural program, it would have
resulted in a terrible cultural catastrophe.
Toward the end of the War, Nishida seems to have understood his epoch
better. He and his circle engaged in intense discussions of postwar policy in
view of national-cultural survival. Several months before the surrender, he
wrote a ³nal essay entitled “The Logic of Basho and the Religious Worldview,” which hinted at a very different understanding of Japan’s situation.
This extraordinary essay sharply distinguishes between the political and
the religious dimension of human experience. The nation is an ethical-political
unity in the Hegelian sense of Sittlichkeit, but as such it belongs to the
“corrupt” world of everyday existence. Hence “the nation does not save our
souls.” Yet by the logic of the “identity of contradictions,” immanence is
transcendence and national life therefore also relates to the absolute:
The reason that a nation is a nation lies…in its religious character as a
self-expression of historical life. A true nation arises when a people harbors the world-principle within itself and forms itself historically and
socially.56
The religious essence of nationality is both cultural and global and as such it
contains the secret of international coexistence in the modern age.
These ideas represent a radical break with contemporary Japanese nationalism. Nishida’s earlier political writings had followed conventional opinion
in over-estimating the philosophical signi³cance of the state, a natural
enough tendency given the centrality of the state in reshaping Japan from the
Meiji period on. However, this state nationalism had proven a false path, and
Nishida’s attempt to infuse it with his own culturalism was a disastrous failure,
as he would no doubt have conceded had he survived the War.
As imminent defeat clari³ed the situation, Nishida innovated a new
nationalist discourse based not on the state but on culture. That discourse
was still continuous with the old state nationalism in many particulars, and,
through the postwar inµuence of his followers, may have helped to provide
the basis for the conservative reconstruction of Japan as an unarmed culturenation. The important point is the shift to a principled af³rmation of ethnic
56
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identity, not of course on a primitive racialist basis but in terms of a global
cultural mission that excluded militarism. This shift shows up in a change in
historical metaphors for Japan’s position in the world.
The implicit point of comparison was no longer the Greeks, but the
ancient Jews. Their defeat and occupation by the Babylonians is recorded in
the Bible, particularly in the prophetic book of Jeremiah. Nishida noted that,
despite their conquest, the Jews maintained their “spiritual self-con³dence”
and transcended their merely ethnic limitations to create a world religion.57
Just so, he argues, “the Japanese spirit participating in world history…can
become the point of departure for a new global culture,” but only if Japan
overcomes its “insular” and “vainly self-con³dent” outlook.58 Then Japan
would no longer have to compete with the West by violence to make its cultural contribution, but could, like the Jews, learn to defend and spread its
values from inside a system de³ned and dominated by the Other.
Nishida found in the Biblical texts a coded way of referring to the
impending defeat he predicted more openly in his letters of the period. One
easily understands the appeal of the prophecies in the midst of the bombing
attacks of 1945: “For I have set my face against this city for evil, and not for
good, saith the Lord: it shall be given into the hand of the king of Babylon,
and he shall burn it with ³re.” Astonishingly, as MacArthur’s ships
approached, Nishida cited Jeremiah’s warning that Nebuchadnezzar is also a
servant of Yahweh.59 Even the enemies of the chosen serve God’s ends by
chastening his people. In this bizarre passage Nishida seemed to anticipate a
meaningful Occupation, which indeed it proved to be.
And none too soon! Japan’s role in the modern world could not possibly
conform to the old Hegelian model, but required a new one, the outlines of
which were only barely visible in the months preceding the defeat. The
Jewish example indicated a way out through cleanly separating cultural from
politico-military self-af³rmation. Nishida’s surprising reference to the Jews
suggests that he wanted Japan to accept its defeat and choose its fate. He
seemed to promise that if it did so Japan would rise from the ashes as a great
cultural force in the postwar world.
57
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CONCLUSION

For Nishida the globalization of world culture challenged philosophy and science to recognize the contributions of non-Western peoples. He believed
that Eastern culture could offer a new paradigm of historical understanding
that would respond not only to the theoretical problems of the times, but
also to the pressing need for a new mode of coexistence between nations and
cultures. That paradigm was based on the notion of the identity of contradictions, global conµict grasped as a process of self- and world-formation.
Japanese culture seemed to Nishida exemplary in this regard and capable of
representing the new paradigm as a speci³c national instance, much as
Europe represented the universal achievements of natural science to the
world at large.
The contemporary relevance of these ideas is clear. The gradual decentering of the world system calls for renewed reµection on the equality of cultures. But it is not easy to reconcile that moral exigency with the powerful
cognitive claims of the hegemonic science and technology. This is the
dilemma Nishida faced. In responding to it, he showed that world culture is
plural not simply in the variety of its dying traditions but in the very spirit of
its distinctive modern experiments.
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Ethnicity, Moralism, and the State
in Early Twentieth-Century Japan

Kevin M. D OAK

A

of Zen Buddhism, the Kyoto
school, and nationalism must immediately confront the problem that
all three subjects involve their own peculiar host of internal contradictions and instabilities that potentially frustrate an understanding of each
severally or collectively. The problem is only further complicated when one
attempts to bring into the equation the ever-shifting sands of history. Yet, a
historical analysis of the problem does have several advantages over philosophical or theological approaches. By framing the question at a particular
time in a speci³c historical context, I hope to avoid the issue of whether or
not Zen Buddhism and the ideas raised by the members of the Kyoto school
were intrinsically nationalistic and would always be nationalistic. I also intend
to show that nationalism as well cannot be simply essentialized, since the
discourse on nationalism itself was also subject to historical changes.
Consequently, the historical approach I have taken below is meant to reµect
not merely personal interest, but my conviction that if discussions on Zen
and the Kyoto school are to avoid simply repeating the beliefs of their advocates and actually attempt a critical reading of them, then a historical analysis
of the social and political context in early twentieth-century Japan, particularly with regard to the development of nationalism, might be after all an
advantageous place to begin.
Such a broader perspective might, I hope, contribute to an understanding of Zen and the Kyoto school in two particular ways. First, it might help
avoid reading Zen merely as a transcendental entity not reducible to any particular historical or social context. Second, it might enrich our understanding
of the relationship between religions and nationalisms in prewar Japan by
uncovering the complex relationship that existed between Buddhism and
nationalism. As I will argue, Buddhism was not merely the “victim” of a
state-centered nationalism that privileged State Shinto and oppressed all
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other religions. The position of the emperor in religious ideology, the privileged position of State Shinto, and the “emperor-system” nature of the prewar Japanese state cannot be ignored. However, an overemphasis on these
factors, coupled with too simplistic an understanding of the nature of nationalism in prewar Japan, have all too often led to the conclusion that Buddhism
maintained an Asian, if not universal, value-structure in the face of state
oppression. This was true, of course, in some cases. Yet, nationalist and religious sentiments were deeply rooted and often subtly intertwined to the
degree that no religious group was totally immune from nationalist inclinations and no nationalist formulation could completely ignore the powerful
appeals of Buddhism in all its sectarian forms. Liah Greenfeld has helped elucidate the complex relationship between nationalism and religion in general
by questioning those narratives that see nationalism as a replacement of religion in industrialized and secularized societies. On the contrary, she points
out that “nationalism emerged in a time of ardent religious sentiment, when
questions of religious identity grew more, rather than less, acute, and faith
became more signi³cant…. It was able to develop and become established
owing to the support of religion, and, if it later replaced it as the governing
passion, in many cases it incorporated religion as part of the national consciousness.”1 How well Greenfeld’s insight into the development of nationalism in Europe applies in the case of Japan rests, of course, on the argument I
will develop below.
Consequently, in order to understand how Zen Buddhism came to represent itself as a Japanese, perhaps the Japanese, form of Buddhism, I will
begin with the historical struggle over what constituted the Japanese nation.
Discussions on nationalism in Japan have often proceeded under the assumption that the “nation” was a fairly obvious thing and that the relationship
between “nation” and “nationalism” was also a relatively clear one. But, as an
ideological project involved in creating identities, nationalism is best conceived not as a speci³c identity but as a ³eld of political contestation. As
Harry Harootunian has noted, “the production of ideology is inevitably rooted
in the propensity of groups to make ‘authoritative’ claims to know and to ³x
the boundaries between real and unreal.”2 Nationalism was itself caught up in
this contestation over which representation of Japan was “real” and most
“authoritative” as it attempted to assert either what Japan was or who the
Japanese people were. There were opposing groups with opposing representations of the nation in the 1930s. In order to reconceive the ³eld of nationalism as contested terrain, one might begin with Abe Hirozumi’s revision of
1
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Maruyama Masao’s chronology of fascism. Abe emphasizes the post-1935
period as the formative period of fascism, as he maintains that the years from
1935 to 1940 witnessed the suppression of popular movements that sought
to reorganize the state from below. The subsequent success in promoting fascism “from above” by the so-called “reform bureaucrats” and elements in the
army was premised, he writes, on the co-option of the energy of the populist
movements.3 My argument seeks to revise Abe’s analysis slightly. Whereas
Abe focuses on ideologues such as Kita Ikki who had in mind plans for reorganizing the “nation-state” (³B kokka), I will suggest that a more radical, if
less violent, challenge during these years came from other quarters. In particular, an alternative form of nationalism stemmed from those who drew on
spiritual and cultural values to reinterpret the nation as fundamentally an ethnic-nation (WŸ minzoku), rather than, and often in hostility to, the political
structure of the nation-state.
The problem of nationalism and religion in prewar Japan, then, might
best be seen in this light as representing the dialectical process, or perhaps
better (to borrow a metaphor from Inoue Tetsujirõ),4 the speci³c collision
between two distinct ³elds of identity formation: nationalism, as a contestation between alternate visions of the “nation” rooted either in the nationstate (³B) or in ethnic people (WŸ); and religion, as comprising symbolic
and spiritual practices that were forced to constantly realign themselves in
response to changes in the modern nation-state’s view of what it considered
native and foreign. The historical unfolding of the dynamic between these
two highly charged ³elds should help resituate Zen Buddhism within a
speci³c historical context. The trajectory of collision between religion and
nationalism has had noticeable peaks and valleys, points at which the two
converged and diverged, over the course of the last one hundred twenty
years.
Two in particular stand out: the rehabilitation of “New Buddhism” during the 1890s, and the state’s attempt to regain control over religion during
the 1930s and 1940s. In either case, it should be clear that the ability of the
Japanese state, with its ideological roots in the emperor and State Shinto, to
co-opt Buddhism and the facility with which Zen (Ch’an!) Buddhism could
project itself as the most Japanese of religious expressions should not strike us
as especially strange or paradoxical for, as John Hall has pointed out, in
3
HHN„ Abe Hirozumi, ¹ZÝ¦¿Âè±{Ç [An explanation of the swift rise of fascism], in
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the end “there is no ³rm sociological mooring to the nation, not in language,
not in religion, and not in ethnicity.”5 Neither, one might add, was there any
ontological prior condition limiting how Zen Buddhism could develop within
its own historical context in twentieth-century Japan.
Let me emphasize the interactive character of nationalisms and religions
with one ³nal example before concluding this introduction. Sheldon Garon
has indicated the limitations of the emperor-system approach to Japanese
nationalism that
invariably traces all suppression back to the pre-1945 Japanese state—a
state which appears omnipotent and eager to unilaterally de³ne what is
orthodox. Historians of Europe and America have recently argued that
such theories of “social control” neglect the input of societal forces. In
Japan, as well, rival religious organizations and progressive intellectuals
were often as likely as bureaucrats to call for the strict regulation of certain sects. I propose that we reexamine relations between the Japanese
state and civil society in terms of a more interactive model.6
In the pages below, I will draw from Garon’s insight that a more interactive
model with more attention to the input of social forces is necessary, but my
focus will be different. Whereas Garon’s attempt is to show that elements
within civil society negotiated with the state in a manner that ultimately led
to a stronger state, I will argue that the powerful social control the state
achieved by the 1940s was also the result of a dialectic relationship of contestation, co-option, and in some cases cooperation with, forces that were at
times indifferent, if not hostile, to the state. The result of this dialectic
between religion and nationalism was not only a transformation within religious theology but also a metamorphosis of the state.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF NATIONALISM IN MODERN JAPAN

Before proceeding to a discussion of the critical period of the 1930s and
1940s, I will offer a brief description of the historical character of nationalism
in Japan during the period from the Meiji Restoration of 1868 until the
end of the First World War in 1918. This is a necessary step in order to grasp
both the historical difference between the discourses on nationalism in the
Meiji and Shõwa years, as well as to come to terms with the shift in relationship between religion and nationalism in these two historical moments.
5
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Concomitant with victory over the loosely confederated bakufu (1,) in
1868 was the necessity perceived by the imperial government to rede³ne a
sense of national unity that would meet the requirements of a modernizing
nation-state. The resultant struggle over how to de³ne the nation, most
noticeable in the violent rebellions of the 1870s and the constitutional
debates of the 1880s, resulted in the triumph of the views of the modernizers as they were encoded in the Meiji Constitution of 1889. The nationalism
that followed, whether termed kokkashugi ³Bü–, kokuminshugi ³Wü–,
kokusuishugi ³yü–, or otherwise, was an attempt to incorporate the “people” (W) into the new modern nation-state (³B), to broaden traditional allegiances beyond regional domains in order to focus on the new nation-state.
This indoctrination of the values of the nation-state often involved, as Carol
Gluck has shown, the active participation of many of “the people” themselves.7 Gluck’s work has broadened our understanding of the source of
nationalist ideology, but it has not challenged the general consensus behind
Kenneth Pyle’s conclusion that the essence of Meiji nationalism was “a
process…by which large numbers of people of all social classes are psychologically integrated into active membership in and positive identi³cation with
the nation-state.”8 No clear distinction between a sense of nation rooted in
the emerging nation-state and a sense of nation rooted in the people as an
autonomous source of national identity, separate and distinct from the state,
emerged at this time.
Just as Meiji nationalism represented the incorporation of the people into
a new relationship with the modern nation-state, one ³nds a parallel development in the way Buddhism accommodated itself to the new Meiji nationstate. After the persecution of Buddhism (/[8ö) in the 1860s and 1870s,
large numbers of persons within organized Buddhism reorganized themselves
as “New Buddhism” to incorporate many of the rational, modern demands
of the Meiji state and its promotion of the values of “civilization and enlightenment” (kgˆ5).9 This reformation was so successful that when Shaku
Sõen, a Rinzai Zen abbot, journeyed (³rst class) to the 1893 World’s
Parliament of Religion in Chicago, he delivered himself of opinions that were
characterized by a social Darwinism and evolutionary thrust remarkably sim7
Carol Gluck, Japan’s Modern Myths: Ideology in the Late Meiji Period (Princeton, N. J.:
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ilar to the ideas of Katõ Hiroyuki, one of the Meiji state’s chief ideologues.10
In retrospect, this may not seem so surprising given “institutional
Buddhism’s active support of involvement in the Sino-Japanese (1894–1895)
and, to a lesser extent, the Russo-Japanese (1904–1905) wars,”11 but the
contrast between this Zen Buddhism and that later popularized by D. T.
Suzuki is rather striking.
The late Meiji years have often been seen as a period of withdrawal by a
successful “secular” state from religious affairs. For example, Sheldon Garon
has pointed out that
unlike the ambitious Ministry of Rites and Education (îHÓ) of the
1870s, the succeeding Bureau of Shrines and Temples (1877–1900) and
Bureau of Religions (1900–1913) were simply low-ranking divisions
within the Home Ministry…. Rather than harnessing the spiritual
inµuence of the religions, the authorities preferred to socialize the people
directly through agencies of the secular state.12
But on closer inspection, the distinction between sacred and secular with
respect to the state and Buddhism in late Meiji may not be a fruitful one. A
nation-state whose very legitimacy was secured in part by an ideology based
on a sacred emperor could never completely distance itself from religious
concerns.13 And indeed, the reshufµing of bureaucratic agencies responsible
for the oversight of religious activity was also a recognition of New Buddhism’s incorporation of modern, nationalist values. These New Buddhists
had already taken it upon themselves to write a history of their faith that
would “accentuate the long and intimate relation between Buddhism and the
Japanese national spirit.”14
10
Ketelaar, Of Heretics and Martyrs, 159–66. The comparison to Katõ is mine. Ketelaar
leaves it implicit, merely noting that, in describing the “progress of the universe,” Shaku argued
that “since the Karmic Law, like Darwin’s own, is applicable to all beings, the moral life of
human beings is thereby equally determined by a logical calculus of evolution driven forth by the
actions of particular individuals” (165).
11
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What might have seemed like success to the architects of the Meiji state
was merely a momentary stabilization in the ongoing contestation between
spiritual and national values. While the state had succeeded in managing its
own survival in the critical years of the late nineteenth century, it did so at
great cost. By anchoring its concept of nation to the modern nation-state,
centered in the new image of an active, European-style emperor, the state
had also provided guidelines for Buddhism and other religions to reorganize
themselves for their own survival as well. But the very survival of Buddhism
preserved the potential for a challenge to the state’s authority over knowledge. As Ketelaar has noted, “The failure to eradicate Buddhism guaranteed
the failure of the state’s attempt to establish a universally accepted doctrinal
apparatus.”15 Just as the state had failed to monopolize religion, so too did it
fail to monopolize conceptions of the nation. Many of the Meiji populist
movements that Irokawa Daikichi has chronicled stemmed from a different
political tradition that maintained that
“the realm belongs to the realm” (ú4vú4uú4q™) and not to the
emperor alone. Imperial authority resided not in the emperor’s personal
possession but in his rule in accordance with the “kingly way” (÷Š),
which implied the assent of the people.16
And, as Irokawa concludes, “the old question of whether the realm belonged
to the ruler or to the people was not resolved by the early Meiji leaders.”17
The unsolved riddle of Meiji—whether “Japan” referred to a timeless
people or to the historical achievement of the Meiji nation-state—resurfaced
with renewed vigor in the years following World War I. Throughout the
Taishõ period, an undercurrent of populism gained strength and broke free
of manipulation by state nationalists, gradually overwhelming both the rejuvenated socialist movement and the limited liberalism embodied in the
Taishõ party system and franchise growth. It was linked to the popular rights
movement by “a shared skepticism about bureaucratic government” and
stressed “emotional” links between the people and the emperor, who was
reconceived “as a popular and aesthetic institution.”18 Certainly, the social
turmoil of the time concerned ministers of state. Tokonami Takejirõ was perhaps the most perceptive of these state servants who quickly grasped the need
for a new relationship with organized religion. In 1912, Vice-Minister for
15
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Home Affairs Tokonami summoned representatives of Buddhism, Shinto,
and even Christianity and promised to respect their religious authority in
exchange for their cooperation in improving social conditions by enhancing
public morality. The real utility of this new relationship between church and
state became apparent when the rice riots of 1918 signalled that the mass
movements and populist revolutions that had engulfed much of Europe in
the wake of World War I might threaten the Japanese state as well. Tokonami
acted quickly. In 1919 “Home Minister Tokonami occasionally consulted
Buddhist representatives on how to ameliorate tensions between labor and
capital…(and the chief of the Bureau of Religions) encouraged the spread of
general religious instruction in an effort to roll back radical thought.”19
Buddhism, along with other major religions, was now offered a chance to
work with the nation-state to defeat attempts to divide the Japanese people
along class lines.
Not all religious groups received the invitation, and not all that did
responded positively. The New Religions that found fertile ground among
those most affected by industrialization were excluded as “pseudo-religions.”
Yet there is little indication that they were inclined to cooperate with the
modern nation-state. Deguchi Onisaburõ, the leader of Õmotokyõ, one of
these new religions, liked to “enrage the public yet awe supporters by reviewing the sect’s paramilitary organizations from atop a white horse—an act conventionally reserved for the emperor himself.”20 This act of political parody
was a stunning revelation of the power of populist religions to pre³gure in
symbolic language a repossession of the emperor by the people. Nor did it go
unnoticed by the authorities, who arrested three leaders of Õmotokyõ in
1921 and charged them with lèse-majesté.
That Õmotokyõ, like many other New Religions, had its origins in the
Kyoto area could hardly have been merely accidental. Kyoto’s signi³cance as
a central and sacred ground for resistance against Tokyo dates from before
the restoration, and with the emperor relocated to the hub of politics, rationalism, and “civilization and enlightenment,” Kyoto gradually became the focus
of a host of practices that were often self-consciously cultural, non-rational,
and nativist. Whereas Tokyo de³ned the very practice of modern politics in
Japan, Kyoto became a powerful symbol of an enduring cultural tradition
that, possessed of the potential to unite all Japanese, remained as alienated
from that national unity as the emperor was from his ancient hometown.
Intellectuals in the Kansai area often appealed to the symbolic importance of Kyoto as a localized alterity in modern Japan that formed the basis of
a “humanist” critique of the modern state. Yasuda Yojðrõ, whose ethnic
19
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nationalism I discuss below, best grasped the irony of Kyoto’s tradition of
resistance to Tokyo when he recalled that the inµuence he felt from Kyoto
was the tradition of European continental philosophy, particularly the works
of Husserl and Heidegger, that underlies what he called Kyoto University’s
“humanism.” By “humanism,” Yasuda did not mean humanism in a narrow
sense, as he recognized that Kyoto University often pioneered the critique of
humanism as well. Rather, he sought to identify an emphasis on cultural
issues at that university which he contrasted with the emphasis on politics and
elitism that allegedly characterized education at Tokyo Imperial University.21
It is signi³cant that he only uses the adjective imperial in connection with
the university in Tokyo, as the word refers not to a traditional emperor but to
the new, imperial state (ØÕûÐ³) and, as I argue below, equates Japan’s
modern governmental structure with imperial states elsewhere, especially in
the West. This “humanist” tradition of Kyoto University apparently included
communism as well, as relations between Kyoto University and the Japanese
state suffered when in 1928 the university was forced to dismiss Professor
Kawakami Hajime because of his communist beliefs. Only ³ve years later,
when Education Minister Hatoyama Ichirõ v[sÁ demanded the dismissal
of law professor Takigawa Yukitoki Ýëaó for alleged communistic sympathies, he set off a bitter struggle between the bureaucratic state and the university that soon resulted in the collapse of Kyoto University’s precarious
sense of autonomy.

THE RISE OF AN ETHNIC NATIONALIST CRITIQUE
AND THE RESPONSE OF THE STATE

Isolating a critical ethnic nationalism in Japan during the 1930s is fraught
with dif³culty. While there is little doubt that ethnic nationalism was a vital
part of the political discourse of that time, there is no agreement on the existence of a concept of the ethnic nation that was distinct from, and critical of,
the state. Ishida Takeshi has provided perhaps the strongest argument against
the existence of a critical ethnic nationalism through a comparison with
Germany, noting that in Japan the conceptual distinction between ethnic
nation (minzoku) and the nation-state (kokka) was not as clear as it was in
Germany and that the shift in people’s interests from class to ethnic nation in
Japan was immediately connected to the strengthening of state nationalism.22
21
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Ishida is correct in pointing to how a concept of ethnic nationalism was often
used to critique Western liberalism and in noting the ultimate failure of this
critique to prevent the state from co-opting it and utilizing the ethnic-nation
to enhance its own position. But it is ³rst necessary to recognize that there
were inµuential voices, on the political left and right, who were aware of the
“ethnic nation” as a concept distinct from, and critical of, the nation-state.
Moreover, both political wings of the ethnic nationalist discourse shared an
assessment that the modern Japanese nation-state was coterminous with
modern, Western liberal values and both condemned that aspect of it.
One of the earliest and most inµuential sources of a critical theory of ethnic nationalism can be found in the journal Under the Banner of the New
Science, which was founded by Miki Kiyoshi and Hani Gorõ in late 1928 as
an attempt to suggest a broader, more humanistic understanding of science
than Newtonian paradigms of a universal natural science would permit. Miki
and Hani had only returned from study in Heidelberg a few years earlier and
introduced much of what they had learned in Germany in the pages of the
journal. Miki in particular was inµuenced by the “absolute spiritual anxiety”
(6U·Pí#H) that he found in postwar Germany and responded with theoretical attempts to articulate a “speci³city” or “particularity” that might
resolve spiritual ideals with material reality.23 But it was Nagashima Matao’s
“On the Ethnic Nation and Ethnic Nationalist Movements” published in the
April 1929 issue of the journal that most concretely connected the theoretical discussion of “speci³city” with the historical realities of ethnic nationalism. After introducing the theories of Rudolph Springer, Otto Bauer, and
Joseph Stalin on the de³nition of an ethnic nation (minzoku), Nagashima
concluded with Stalin’s de³nition that “an ethnic nation is uni³ed through
the commonality of a traditional mentality that is revealed as a common language, territory, economic life and culture—a commonality that has a permanence historically constructed by humans.”24 By situating ethnic nations as
historically contingent phenomena, Nagashima placed the problem of nationalism within the New Science group’s focus on “speci³city” as a critical force
against the modern state.
But what makes this essay most signi³cant is Nagashima’s argument that
the ethnic-nation and the nation-state are theoretically and historically distinct. Arguing that the relationship between the ethnic-nation and the
nation-state is determined by history, he pointed out that in Europe, “the
formation of ethnic-nations (minzoku) was simultaneously the formation of
23
9ŒsW Watanabe Kazutami, nò&odu´Ö [Hayashi Tatsuo and his times] (Tokyo:
Iwanami Shoten, 1988), 1–16.
24
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ethnic nation-states (minzoku kokka), as those ethnic nations were able to
establish their own independent state …. But in Eastern Europe, the situation
was different. In Eastern Europe, a single nation-state (kokka) was often
formed over various ethnic-nations (minzoku).”25 And in the countries of
Asia, the situation was different again:
The various ethnic nations (minzoku) of this region are totally dominated,
i.e. oppressed, by Imperialism. Yet, the development of capitalism, and
along with it the development of commerce and the means of transportation in these colonial countries, will give them an economic identity and drive them on to the formation of their own independent, ethnic
nation-state (minzoku kokka). Nonetheless, they will at the same time
encounter powerful opposition. That is, the oppression of the dominant
ethnic nation (minzoku). This is how the struggle among ethnic nations,
the ethnic nationalist movement, arises.26
Although Nagashima left it implicit, the message here was undoubtedly that
Japan was a mixed-case: as a late developing nation, Japan did not belong in
the category of the European ethnic nation-states. But given its own history
of colonization of other Asian nations, particularly after the 1919 nationalist
movements against Japanese colonization in Korea and China, Japan could
no longer lay claim to simple victim’s status as oppressed by foreign imperialists.
In the years following Nagashima’s essay, and especially after the
Japanese Imperial Army began mobilizing nationalist sentiment for their
aggression in Manchuria, others began to appeal to ethnic nationalism in a
more populist vein. In April 1934 Yanaihara Tadao published in Chðõkõron,
one of the two most inµuential journals of the day, an essay on “Peace and
the Ethnic Nation” that criticized the state by arguing that those who would
use ethnic nationalism to promote the state’s interests or to suppress individualism were guilty of “murdering” the ethnic nation.27 A year later,
Yokomitsu Riichi argued in his essay “A Theory of the Pure Novel” (published in Kaizõ, the other leading journal of the 1930s) for a concept of the
ethnic-nation as the matrix of Japanese artistic creation. Yet it bears repeating
that this discovery of a native identity, a Japanese speci³city, was only ³rst
made possible through a study of the West, in this case, the French author
André Gide. Yokomitsu drew from Gide’s analyses of self-consciousness and
the desire to liberate the Ego to arrive at his own concept of a fourth gram25
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matical person, the “Self that views the Self” (À_¤ØšÀ_). By thus suggesting a consciousness of consciousness, an identity that contextualized
identities, Yokomitsu sought to rehabilitate aesthetics by grounding literary
production in a historical connectedness between authors and their readers.
Invoking the need to develop a writing that conformed with Japan’s
speci³city, Yokomitsu concluded that “the time has ³nally come to think
about the ethnic nation (minzoku), which up until now has mostly been overlooked.”28
In March 1935, just one month after Yokomitsu implored his fellow
writers to reconsider the ethnic nation, Yasuda Yojðrõ announced the formation of the Japan Romantic School. Yasuda and his fellow romantics turned
to German romantics, especially Hölderlin, Novalis, and Friedrich Schlegel,
as a means of “discovering” a traditional culture that would signify a Japanese
identity free from the corrupting inµuences of modernity. Modernity for
Yasuda could encompass both European culture and, as shown by his recognition of the necessity of mediating present and past through the German
romantics, the reality of Japan’s own modernity as represented by the postMeiji nation-state. Although his romanticism was criticized for contributing
to the rise of fascism in the late 1930s, Yasuda vehemently denied that he was
a fascist, noting his innate distrust of the “bureaucratic temperament,” and
adding that “fascism is the annihilation of things through the power of the
state.”29 Yet he recognized the dangers involved in recovering a critical ethnic
nationalism since some would argue such attempts would only support the
“preservation of the essence of the state” (³y˜¦). As a rather feeble example of his own resistance to the mobilization of tradition for modern goals,
Yasuda noted how he had written three letters to the newspapers expressing
his indignation over a rumored abridged version of the Tale of Genji. “While
the Japan Romantic School may be ineffective, it contests the basis of such
rumors in the name of the Japanese ethnic-nation (Nihon minzoku) and commits itself to the defense of this culture.” And this need to understand and
defend Japan’s cultural past was nothing less than a “moral obligation.”30
Yasuda expanded his critique of the state’s mobilization of culture in a
1939 essay that offered a teleology of the Meiji state, succinctly captured in
the essay’s title, “On the End of the Logic of Civilization and Enlightenment.” Shrewdly grasping how the Japanese state continued to use cultural
28
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issues as ideology and equating its nationalism with yet another attempt to
impress the West, Yasuda noted that it was not surprising that such an
“objectivistically simplistic Japanization” would leave the impression of the
corruption of “Japanism.” But it was important, he concluded, to distinguish
this “Japanization” from the true “Japan,” which “from the beginning of
time to the end of time, resides in the Japanese national soil and in the people;
it µows in our veins. It knows neither corruption nor ruin.”31 Returning
national identity back to the people themselves, he condemned those whose
opportunism led them to join the nation-state’s mobilization of Japanism,
which he dated from September 1938 when
the government completely transformed the literary and scholarly world
by sending writers to accompany the army. At that point, literature as
such completely disappeared…. Writers of major novels converted to
government literature…by rewriting some shameless parts of their work
to ³t bureaucratically approved ethics—an ideology like the Greater
Japan Youth Association. Thus began the corruption of Japanism.32
By the late 1930s, Yasuda had retreated from his earlier acceptance of the
irony of representing tradition in a modern world and had begun to settle on
the appeal of a natural “blood and soil” as a more authentic expression of the
Japanese soul than such historical constructs as the modern nation-state.
It is at this juncture that the contribution of the Kyoto school of philosophers can best be assessed. In contrast to the Romantic School, the Kyoto
school was less troubled by the ambiguities of nationalism and argued for a
historical perspective that would reappropriate “moral energy” for the state.33
By explicitly connecting “blood and soil” with the Japanese state, the Kyoto
school played such a critical role in asserting a clear and unequivocal identi³cation of nationalism with the nation-state that Najita and Harootunian
have concluded that “no group helped defend the state more consistently and
enthusiastically than did the philosophers of the Kyoto faction, and none
came closer than they did to de³ning the philosophic contours of Japanese
fascism.”34 While Nishitani and others described the state as the locus of
absolute nothingness for the individual, Tanabe Hajime explicitly addressed
31
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the challenge of ethnic nationalism to the state. Investigating what he called
the “logic of species,” Tanabe attempted to restore the rational state above
the emotionalism of the ethnic nation through a synthesis of the rational individual and the irrational claims of ethnicity:
During the years 1934 to 1940 I pursued research into the dialectical
logic of what I myself called the logic of species, and through this I tried
to investigate logically the concrete structure of nation-state society
(kokka shakai). My motivation was to treat, as a philosophical problem,
the ethnic-nationalism (minzokushugi) that had arisen in those days.
While criticizing the liberalist thinking that had dominated us for some
time, I simultaneously negated the so-called totalitarianism that was based
on a simple ethnic-nationalism. Through the mediation of a mutual negation of the former’s individual as subject and the latter’s fundamental
concept of the ethnic-nation (minzoku), I tried to discover…a rational
basis for the nation-state as the practical unity of the real and the ideal.35
For Tanabe, “species” carried with it a more rational, universal element that
could more easily be absorbed into the modern political structure of the
nation-state. It also served effectively to deµect attention from ethnicity as an
alternative biological metaphor for group identity.
While Tanabe’s writings provided support for state nationalism in philosophical discourse, the state itself did not remain inactive in the face of threats
to its claimed monopoly on national identity. Two moments in the state’s
counterattack might be isolated: the ³rst is the period from the outbreak of
war with China in 1937 to the construction of the “New Order in East Asia”
in November of 1938; the second begins with the declaration of a “Greater
East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere” in 1940 and reaches a peak in the years
immediately following the broadening of the war with the United States and
Great Britain. Throughout these seven years from 1937 to 1943, the state
recognized the challenge posed by ethnic nationalism and attempted to neutralize it by absorbing much of the ethnic nationalist appeal. In the end, the
result was the spectacle of a modern nation-state engaging in a moral critique
of modernity itself—the very foundation of an earlier, Meiji, national pride.
On June 4 1937, less than four months after the House of Peers proposed to consolidate religious groups around State Shinto through the Bill
on Religious Organizations, Prince Konoe Fumimaro formed a cabinet and
took over the government. This selection of a member of the court nobility
as head of government, only a month before the Marco Polo Bridge Incident
brought open hostilities with China and renewed pressure for national solidarity, reaf³rmed the indelible ties between the emperor and the modern
35
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state. A few months later, the Konoe cabinet called for national unity and in
December set up the National Spiritual Mobilization Central League as an
auxiliary organ of the cabinet to mobilize popular sentiment behind the state.
During this period, from late 1937 to early 1938, the Greater Japanism
Movement held a series of meetings in a central Tokyo hotel that brought
together over ³fty participants, including the former prime minister Hayashi
Senjðrõ (1876–1943), Hiranuma Kiichirõ, Home Minister Suetsugu Nobumasa (1880–1944), and Justice Minister Shiono Suehiko (1880–1949).
Yoshida Shigeru drafted a plan for the group36 that, after describing an
“unprecedented world historical crisis” of nation-state struggle for survival,
offered the following assessment of ethnic nationalism:
While England, America, and France are busy at work defending the status quo from their stronghold of liberalism, and the Soviet Union
upholds communism in its plan to paint the world Red, Germany and
Italy are trying to break the status quo from their own positions of ethnic-nationalism, and right next door China’s dreams of knocking down
Japan have ³nally led to the recent Incident…. If we are to break
through this unprecedented crisis and realize our great mission as an ethnic-nation, we must ³rst fundamentally dissolve all our rivalries and
quickly put in place and express the true spirit of Greater Japan of “one
ruler for the multitudes, the people’s hearts beating as one” (sp W$
ts )). That is, …(rejecting sel³sh liberalism and the moral bankruptcy of communism) we must understand that the essence of what is
required of us at this urgent hour is to permeate all aspects of the life of
our nation (³B´Ï) with that pure Japanese spirit that emanates from
the national polity (³B) and that fuses together all individuality.37
In this call to national unity, Yoshida and his group recognized a variety of
different national styles in the world and, implicitly, a contestation within
Japan over what constituted national unity. Yet, while reaf³rming the unity of
the Japanese nation around the nation-state through the core concept of the
kokutai (³¿), this manifesto did recognize, and legitimize, the appeal of ethnic nationalism so long as it was not used to divide the national polity.
The declaration on November 3 1938 of a “New Order in East Asia”
marked a highly visible attempt by the state to co-opt ethnic nationalism in
what Miwa Kimitada calls the ³rst victory of “nativistic idealism” over “polit36
Yet Yoshida could not have attended the meeting in person since he was still serving as
Ambassador in London at the time.
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ical realism.” Miwa illustrates the contrast through two members of the Diet:
Saitõ Takao, who, in his “anti-military” speech of February 1940, condemned the ideological attempts to mask military aggression in China
through moralism; and Kimura Takeo, member of the House of Representatives Disciplinary Committee, whose “nativistic idealism” led him to
censure Saitõ and remove him from the Diet. Miwa notes that “believing in
the idea of minzoku kyõwa (WŸßÉ) or multinational cooperative harmony,
Kimura had supported Konoe’s New Order proclamation, and construed
Saitõ’s criticism as a materialistically motivated argument for a crass powerpolitical settlement.”38 Both Kimura and Saitõ were nationalists, but of a different breed. The difference between these two nationalisms is illustrated in
Saitõ’s view that wars are essentially fought for the pro³t of nation-states and
their peoples. In contrast, Kimura maintained that “the notion that Japan
should support its life at the cost of China…is absolutely incompatible with
the moralistic national policy that reµects the founding spirit of Japan.”39
From 1938 to 1940, then, one can begin to discern a shift from the state’s
attempt to co-opt ethnic nationalism to the incorporation of elements of ethnic nationalism within the very centers of state power.
But even the “New Order in East Asia” may have been too Western to
meet the changing needs of the state as it increasingly incorporated ethnic
nationalism. Indeed, the very conception of the “New Order” may have been
derived from a direct suggestion to Konoe by Edward M. House, a close
advisor to Woodrow Wilson, that if Japan would not recognize the world
order established by the Washington Conference, then Japan ought to propose a new order that would be acceptable to other nations.40 The formation
of the “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere,” a concept that grew out of
the Shõwa Research Association and took shape between April and August of
1940, marked an even greater concession to the demands of ethnic nationalism. In 1938, when the New Order in East Asia was proclaimed, the nationstate still referred to itself as an “empire” (Ð³), a word that, encoded in the
Meiji Constitution itself, suggested continuity with the Meiji political construct as well as comparability with Western nation-states.41 But by July 1940,
the term “empire” was “promptly dropped in favor of the more particularistic term kõkoku (y³, the Land of the Tennõ) …indicating a move away from
38
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internationalization as de³ned by the advanced Western nation-states.” This
change in terminology was historically signi³cant. For although Japan had
declared war against China, Russia, and Germany in the name of the kõtei
yÐ, a term for emperor that was also applied to all other emperors throughout the world, when Japan declared war on the United States and Great
Britain on December 8 1941, it did so in the name of the Tennõ, a term
reserved exclusively for the Japanese divine ruler. Whether this change in terminology represented the completion of “the idealistic transformation on the
governmental level” as Miwa Kimitada maintains,42 it does suggest something
of the dif³cult compromise that the nation state—which had, in spite of all
the rhetoric, of course remained a political construct—had made with ethnic
nationalism.
Even as it co-opted more and more aspects of the ethnic-nationalist critique, the nation-state did not lessen its surveillance and suppression of
nationalist movements that threatened its own authority to de³ne the national
community. A report prepared in October 1942 by the Public Peace Section
of the Police Security Bureau of the Home Ministry makes this clear. No
longer willing to recognize ethnic nationalism as a distinct form, the report
focused on what it called “the Nationalist (kokkashugi) Movement and its
supervision.” It opened with a historical analysis of the rise of nationalism in
Japan, tracing the “irrationalities” and “contradiction” that resulted from
the appearance of various movements with many different ideologies and
beliefs that necessarily arose when, over the long course of the life of our
nation-state (³B´Ï) social conditions progressed and developed to the
point where we left nature and ancient traditions and tried to create
something compatible with this new society…. Moreover, the effect of
these movements has been to improve our social lifestyle and, in turn, to
contribute to the development of the nation-state (³B). When, on the
other hand, these movements and ideologies are designed to interfere
with the social order and destroy the life of the nation-state, then…we
must ³rmly suppress them.43
One ³nds here a clear expression of the nation-state perspective that upholds
the state as a product of modernization and is, implicitly, a rejection of any
appeal to an ethnic nation that might lay claim to a national identity that predates the Meiji Restoration or is rooted in a timeless, natural community. In
addition, the report attempts to lay claim to nationalist movements by suggesting that they generally have had a bene³cial inµuence on the nation-state.
42
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Indeed, the report notes that when social criticism is offered by nationalist movements that are based on protecting the “glorious kokutai” or on
“Imperial House-ism” (yÑ_ ü–) there is no need, “from a nation-state
point of view” to oppress them. But constant vigilance was warranted since
there were many nationalists
especially since 1930 or 1931 [who]…hid behind the nice words of loyalty to the emperor and love of country [but whose] regular habit was to
commit the so-called acts of “squeezing,” such as fraud and intimidation, or who tried to settle things through violence.44
Under the heading, “a grasp of the conviction that terrorism is absolutely
unacceptable,” the report notes:
a. the temporary popularity of the slogan, “Let’s not become the
Shinsengumi 45 of the Shõwa era”;
b. from ancient times, domestic squabbles have had no inµuence on the
fortunes of ethnic nations (WŸ);
c. to allow domestic squabbles to engulf us at this point in time is,
regardless of the reasons for them, to become ³fth columnists for the
enemy.46
Finally, the report recommends a tolerant attitude towards nationalist movements, recognizing that these “pure nationalist movements” do not need to
be completely suppressed like the leftist movements. Rather, of³cials should
bear in mind that the goal is “constantly to guide them in a proper way” so
that certain elements within them do not adopt means that ignore the
national polity or destroy the constitution.47
By the early 1940s the Japanese state had in place a classi³ed project oriented towards control of ethnic nationalism through its various administrative agencies. Evidence of how the state attempted to supervise and inµuence
the potentially dangerous concept of the ethnic-nation is provided by the
eight-volume research report carried out by the Ministry of Health and
Welfare and published between December 1942 and July 1943. The last six
volumes carried the title An Investigation of Global Policy with the Yamato
44
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The Shinsengumi (GîL, recently selected brigade) was a group of swordsmen and assassins hired by the bakufu during the turbulent 1860s to restore order to Kyoto by hunting down
and killing those who supported the emperor and sought the downfall of the bakufu.
Symbolically, they could serve as villains both for the Meiji state, whose leaders fought them, or
for ethnic nationalists, who saw the modern Japanese nation–state as analogous to the bakufu.
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Race [sic] as Nucleus. As John Dower notes, “the report was not a polemical
work meant for public consumption, but rather a practical guide for policy
makers and administrators. One hundred copies, classi³ed secret, were circulated within the government.”48 The report adopted an apparently ambivalent
attitude towards the “ethnic nation,” or what Dower calls “race” (minzoku):
suggesting in places the need to transcend racism and in others how “in the
modern world…racism, nationalism, and capitalist expansion had become
inextricably intertwined.”49 Moreover, as Dower admits, the authors of the
project drew a sharp distinction (one that Dower does not recognize)
between “race” (jinshu) and “the ethnic nation” (minzoku), between Rasse
and Volk.50 The distinction was an important one for a nation-state that was
attempting to assert its distinctive place in a Co-Prosperity Sphere with other
Asians. But the ambivalence centered on the relationship between the ethnic
nation (minzoku) and the nation-state (kokka), and the impression that these
two concepts of the nation were “inextricably intertwined” was one that the
state actively encouraged.

TOWARDS SYNTHESIS: MORALISM IN THE SERVICE
OF THE FAMILY STATE

The modern Japanese state had never fully abandoned its original concern
with religious ideology. But, as I argued above, its preoccupation with a
nationalism centered on the recent nation-state and its rehabilitation of religion, particularly Buddhism, along rationalist and universal lines towards the
close of the nineteenth century had left in their wake a weakening of the
state’s preoccupation with spiritual forms of social critique. All this began to
change in the years following World War I, when populism emerged as a
powerful social critique and increasingly acquired new forms in ethnic nationalism and among the new religions. By the “cultural crisis” of the 1930s, it
was becoming increasingly clear that the state could not simply direct these
forces against communism, but needed to establish an entirely new relationship with them. What emerged was a peculiar process, actually quite reminiscent of the Meiji settlement, in which movements that the state attempted to
control actually had a good deal of inµuence over the subsequent character of
the nation-state itself. The result was a highly ef³cient, rational state, deeply
engaged in an aggressive war against its Asian neighbors as well as Western
48
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powers, that increasingly intoned moralistic and traditional sentiments while
denouncing modernity tout court.
Almost simultaneous with the state’s absorption of “nativistic idealism”
in the declaration of a “New Order in East Asia,” it “asserted a monopoly
over the de³nitions of orthodoxy and the social order…. Speaking before a
Diet committee on February 8, 1939, Prime Minister Hiranuma Kiichirõ
codi³ed the new de³nition of orthodoxy: ‘Let me emphasize that all religions
must be one with the ideal of our national polity; they cannot be at odds with
the spirit of our Imperial Way.’”51
To that end, the Peace Preservation Law was revised in 1941 “with the
speci³c purpose of rooting out those religions, mainly Shinto, which previously could not be convicted of aiming to ‘overthrow the national polity.’
Under the revised law, of³cials could and did destroy such groups for propagating beliefs that simple ‘denied’ (i.e., varied from) the national polity.”52
Not only did the state recognize the possibility of threats to its concept of the
national community from within even “nationalist” religious groups, but it
also put into place heavy sanctions for those who would use religious practice
to mask anti-state rhetoric.
Alongside suppression of “unorthodox” religious beliefs, the state also
sought to direct, if not incorporate, the force of moral critique. The 1942
symposium on “overcoming modernity,” sponsored by the “Council on
Intellectual Cooperation (Fíájl™), is a good example of the state’s
attempt to provide “proper guidance” to moral and nationalist critiques.
Indeed, the very purpose of the symposium was, arguably, to co-opt much of
the force of these ethnic nationalist critiques within the state structure by
appealing to a morality that united all Japanese against a materialism and
amoralism that purportedly stemmed from foreign culture. No one expressed
the bond between moralism and the state better than Nishitani Keiji, who
explained the role of the moral state in the paper he prepared for the symposium:
Why does the nation-state (kokka) demand a professional service from
the people (kokumin) that extinguishes their private sense of self? It is,
quite simply, because of the need to strengthen, as much as possible, its internal unity as a nation-state. And this unity is necessary for the nation-state
51
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control of religion in an age of fascism: Legal activities of the security laws against religion], in
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to concentrate its total power as an individual totality and to act with a
high level of energy. Moreover, the concentration of that total power is
fundamentally impossible without a profound ethicality that would lead
each and every Japanese to extinguish their private selves and be reduced,
as a totality, to the nation-state.53
Nishitani’s valorization of the state as a totality seems to contradict Tanabe’s
belief that totalitarianism stemmed from a “simple ethnic-nationalism.” But
in fact both agreed that ethnic nationalism needed to be replaced by a new,
enhanced foundation for the nation-state as the only unity of the real and the
ideal.
While Nishitani’s emphasis on the “ethicality” of the state was the most
explicit expression of the attempt to wed moralism and the modern state,
others at the symposium responded with equal vigor to the perception that
modernity meant a loss of religiosity. Kamei Katsuichirõ focused on “spirit”
(·P) to represent the modern Japanese in a way that skillfully avoided the
question of whether they were an “ethnic nation” or members of a “nationstate”: in the end, he concluded, they were merely “Japanese who have lost
sight of their gods (kami).”54 His fellow romantic, Hayashi Fusao, re³ned
this “spirit” to “a heart that seeks purity” and he found it ultimately in a
“heart that serves the Tennõ” (0yu ), for after all “the denial of the gods
(kami) is…the denial of the divine country Japan (P³Õû).”55 And even the
Catholic theologian Yoshimitsu Yoshihiko was able to agree that the ³rst
order of business for Japanese in 1942 was “a repentance of the soul.”56
While there were profound differences among these men as to whether
modernity was foreign or Japanese, the symposium on overcoming modernity did succeed in providing a new moral mission to the wartime state and
thereby distract some attention from the contradictions that rested at the
heart of its aggression in Asia.
The state’s renewed concern with Buddhism can best be understood in
the context of this attempt to incorporate moralism and idealism and not
simply as a battle between State Shintoism and its religious rivals. That struggle was solved in the aftermath of the Buddhist persecutions of the late nineteenth century and the construction of rehabilitated New Buddhism. But just
as ethnic nationalism had a stronger grip than state nationalism on the hearts
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of many Japanese, Buddhism remained the most vital religious force for the
majority of Japanese. When, in September 1942, Kaburagi Kihei revived the
heterodox theory, expounded earlier by Ogasawara Jimon in 1934, that the
Buddha was merely a manifestation of the Japanese native gods (Pû[)), his
sense of timing could not have been better. Kaburagi’s attempt to rede³ne
Buddhism for the wartime state held particular signi³cance, as it came in the
midst of Shimonaka Yasaburõ’s campaign to have all “war heroes” buried in
Shinto rites. Both the struggle over burials and Kaburagi’s theological
debates suggested the tremendous power Buddhism retained over the
Japanese people even during the heyday of State Shinto ideology. Yet, following so closely after the symposium on overcoming modernity, this theological debate helped situate Buddhism in the early 1940s within the
Japanese state-directed “pan-Asianism” by restoring Japanese essence, represented by the priority placed on native kami, at the core of a religious tradition that otherwise might have absorbed Japan into an Asian whole.
With Kaburagi’s heterodox theories in the background, one can gain a
sense of the historical context of D. T. Suzuki’s conversion of Zen Buddhism
into the best expression of Japanese religious sensibilities. Although Suzuki
belonged to a generation that was deeply inµuenced by the universal New
Buddhism of the Meiji period, his interest in Zen as a particularistic, Japanese
form of Buddhism shares in the realignment of religion that took place after
the mid-1930s, when cultural and ethnic nationalism were widely discussed.
Certainly, by 1942 his views converged with Kaburagi’s theories when, in
Oriental “Oneness” (Xáí“s”), he expressed reservations concerning some
forms of nationalism, while at the same time he “endorse(d) Japan’s attempt
to take the lead in restoring the consciousness of oneness among the peoples
of Asia.”57 Here again is a manifestation of Japan as “the leading ethnic
nation” (…‚WŸ) a concept promoted by the wartime state as a means of,
among other things, regaining control over the inherent polysemy of
national identity by restoring the appearance of an inextricable connection
between ethnic nation and the state—a solution that was expressed in the
concept of the nation as a “family-state” (BŸ³B). The “family-state”
restored the emperor to his rightful place as nominal and patriarchic head of
the modern state, thus absorbing the “natural” community of the ethnic
nation while dissolving it into the stronger, and more “natural,” unit of the
family. Thus, Suzuki’s promotion of the paradoxical kõan may be seen as a
response to the earlier, more rational, forms of New Buddhism and grew out
of a society and a time replete with other, more historical, paradoxes—a
moral state at war, a Japan in Asia but not of Asia, and the arti³cial nationstate appealing to the natural bonds of the family, while debating which rites
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should be used to bury the remains of so many family members consumed in
its wars.
To recapitulate, it was not that a clear distinction between the state and
ethnic-nation was lacking in prewar Japan, but that the state quickly became
aware of the threat posed by ethnic nationalism and intervened by creating
ambiguity over the two terms at a critical, historical moment. Ethnic nationalism had tremendous appeal through its promise to raise the level of dignity
of all Japanese, both in the aftermath of class-based theories such as the proletarian movement and especially in contrast to the privileged status of those
most closely associated with the state—the bureaucrats themselves. It hoped
to transcend the distinction between bureaucrat and subject by envisioning
an organic moral community outside of the state structure. In the end, the
state structure and its bureaucrats were skillful enough to co-opt much of this
appeal through their own claims to native ethics and morality that redirected
nationalism for state goals. In the process, however, the very nature of the
modern Japanese state was changed, and changed in ways that some pragmatic politicians resisted. But co-option was not subjugation, and the dialectic between ethnic nationalism and state nationalism, and its intersection by
Buddhist faith, has continued on into the postwar period, providing contemporary reminders of the spiritual depth of nationalist sentiment and the political passion of religious conviction.
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The Symposium on
“Overcoming Modernity”
M INAMOTO Ryõen

N JULY 1942 A GROUP

of Japanese intellectuals was brought together by the
magazine Literary World (k¿ƒ) in symposium to discuss modern Western civilization and its reception in modern Japan. The papers and discussions, subsequently published under the title Overcoming Modernity, present
an interesting portrait of thought during wartime Japan and the position of
the Kyoto school. In this essay I propose to introduce the main thrust of those
discussions, focusing in particular on the contribution of Nishitani Keiji.

I

THE CONTEXT OF THE SYMPOSIUM

Ever since Takeuchi Yoshimi’s critical 1959 essay on the symposium,1 the
“overcoming modernity” debate has been linked to the well-known
Chðõkõron discussions on “The World-Historical Standpoint and Japan,”2
but as a later revival of interest in the symposium has shown, the papers and
discussions deserve attention on their own merits.
Takeuchi has forced intellectual historians to have a second look at the
symposium, which had previously been dismissed as “infamous” and not
worthy of serious discussion. As to why he did this, Matsumoto Ken’ichi
speculates that the incentive was his belief “that the postwar intellectual
atmosphere, in which the question of overcoming modernity was being
ignored or blithely identi³ed as ‘wartime fascist ideology,’ could lead to a
weakening of democracy in the postwar period.”
I am not in a position to second-guess Takeuchi’s psychological motives,
but I agree with Matsumoto that the historical importance of his work rests
on “its distinction between the symposium, the ideas, and those who exploited
1
U» Y Takeuchi Yoshimi, CÖ5o)j [Modernization and tradition] appeared in volume
7 of CÖÕû„`t“ã [Lectures on the history of modern thought in Japan] (Tokyo: Chikuma
Shobõ, 1959).
2

See the discussion by Horio Tsutomu in this volume, pages 289–315.
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the ideas.”3 Takeuchi made it possible, for the ³rst time, to treat the issues
objectively by removing the bias of “wartime propaganda” that had previously surrounded the term overcoming modernity, whose very mention created
such a surplus of animus (or in some cases, nostalgia) that serious discussion
was impossible. As the years went by, however, and the symbolic meaning of
the phrase faded, Takeuchi’s work was also largely forgotten and eventually
displaced by the ebb and µow of opinion about modernity—a new enthusiasm for the modern age, followed by a turn to postmodernism, followed by
a drift towards reaf³rming prewar thinking.
As mentioned, Takeuchi’s approach was to link the debate on “overcoming modernity” with the Chðõkõron discussions of the Kyoto-school
thinkers on Japan’s place in world history. The philosopher Hiromatsu
Wataru also took an interest in the debate, shifting the focus of the critique
away from Japanese Romanticism and on to the Kyoto school. His interest
was not simply to resurrect the wartime debates but also to sift the wheat
from the chaff to see what might be of use to us in our own times.4 Hiromatsu’s work was followed by Karatani Kõjin’s extensive work.5 More recently, Õhashi Ryõsuke, a young heir to the Kyoto school tradition, has tackled
the topic of “overcoming modernism” from a different perspective. To begin
with, he rejects Hiromatsu’s Marxist critique of the Kyoto school as “lacking
serious research in the historical and social foundations of the thought of the
modern period, getting completely wrapped up in abstract sermons purporting to give a philosophical grasp of what it is that is supposed to be overcome.6 Õhashi argues that an examination of the contributions of the Kyoto
school philosophers prior to the war brings out an important insight with
which I ³nd myself in agreement:
See ÇûÁs Matsumoto Ken’ichi’s concluding “Commentary” to Takeuchi Yoshimi,
CÖu•° [Overcoming modernity] (Tokyo: Chikuma Sõsho 285, 1983), 271, 280.
3

4
See his ACÖu•°B Ç—ÅÉ„`tƒusœ¸ [Theories on “overcoming modernity”: One
perspective on the intellectual history of the Shõwa period] (Tokyo: Kõdansha, 1980).
5
tú‘^ Karatani Kõjin, Aì2Bu„` [“Prewar” thoughts] (Tokyo: Shunjðsha, 1994). After
completing the present essay, I read Karatani’s and found myself in agreement on two points.
First, the fascination with Yasuda Yojðrõ’s Romanticism is a result of its posture of disinterestedness. And second, the Literary World circle did their best to warn against political statements,
which even today is clear in reading the “Overcoming Modernity” symposium and which was
made possible by the magazine’s “standpoint of literary liberalism.” This second point is particularly signi³cant. I believe this is the ³rst time for a critic to separate the symposium from the
Chðõkõron discussions and treat it on its own merits. It is this very position that I have argued for
here. However, I have my doubts about Karatani’s view that at the time of the symposium (July
of 1942) the members of the Literary World circle had predicted Japan’s defeat in the war.
6
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That Europe is only one, relative world, neither the only world nor the
center of the world. Quite the contrary, no matter how much the nonEuropean worlds modernize or are inµuenced by Europe, there remain
cultures and traditions that do not ultimately derive from Europe.7
The Organization
The idea for a symposium on “Overcoming Modernity” was conceived by
Kawakami Tetsutarõ, Kobayashi Hideo, and Kamei Katsuichirõ, all members
of the circle that formed around the magazine Literary World. Kawakami
took care of the organizational details and chaired the sessions, while Kamei
delivered a paper. All three of them, along with Nakamura Mitsuo, Miyoshi
Tatsuji, and Hayashi Fusao, took part in the discussions, which were held in
Tokyo in July 1942. The papers were printed in the September and October
issues of the magazine. The entire collection, including a paper by Nakamura
and an edited transcript of the discussions, was published in July of the following year by Sõgensha of Tokyo.
Unlike the Chðõkõron debates, which dealt more with the philosophy of
history, the “Overcoming Modernity” symposium dealt with the nature of
civilizations. Of the thirteen participants, only two were members of the
Kyoto school, whereas all the participants in the Chðõkõron debates belonged
to the Kyoto school. The two in question, Nishitani Keiji and Suzuki
Shigetaka, were also part of the Chðõkõron discussions. Shimomura Toratarõ,
though not a member of the Kyoto school strictly speaking, moved in academic circles that had ties to it. In addition to the six members of Literary
World, other participants included Moroi Saburõ, a music theorist and composer, Kikuchi Masashi, an atomic physicist, Yoshimitsu Yoshihiko, a Catholic
theologian, and Tsumura Hideo, a movie critic. The criterion for selection of
the group is not clear, but the invitations seem to have been extended to specialists who were also in some sense cultural critics.
Kawakami Tetsutarõ explains that the symposium was modeled on a
number of similar conferences sponsored in Europe by the League of Nations
Committee for Intellectual Cooperation. During the mid-1930s the atmosphere of free thought began to erode as the Japanese military (led by the
Army) and its sympathizers started advocating the empty slogan “the promotion of the Japanese spirit.” The symposium was conceived and its topic
chosen, therefore, at a time when the cultural spheres of Europe and Japan
7
Øïdk Õhashi Ryõsuke, CÖu•°—Ù@¿$ [Overcoming modernity and the Kyoto
school], in his Õûíq‘u, ð2õËÙíq‘u [Things Japanese, things European] (Tokyo:
Shinchõsha, 1992), 156.
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were growing increasingly isolated and estranged from one another, in the
hopes that it might provide a beacon for the intellectual community.8
This does not mean that Kawakami and others of the Literary World circle
had come to any conclusions about the modern age or how to “overcome”
its problems. Moreover, the variety of opinion among the participants was
too diverse to speak of any consistent pattern of thought emerging from the
papers and discussions. I recall reading a criticism of the symposium as “a
giant free-for-all,” but matters are not so simple. There is no question that it
represented a common wish by all concerned to reµect on Japan’s situation
during a time of anxiety over the acceleration of the war effort and a time of
momentous cultural change when the norms of civilization itself had come
up for question, and to consider how best to set the compass for the voyage
ahead. In a sense, the symposium may be characterized as a premature challenge to the questions that have yet to be answered today, ³fty years after the
end of the war.
Basically, the participants were middle-of-the-roaders, including Kamei
Katsuichirõ and Hayashi Fusao, who had converted from communism.
Hayashi Fusao was the most nationalistic of the group and sympathetic to
the rightist cause, though he was not himself a member of any rightist organization.
Right-Wing Japan, Left-Wing Japan
Historically, the right represents a resistance against the policies of rapid
modernization and Westernization taken by the Meiji government. Hiraoka
Kõtarõ, Tõyama Mitsuru, and others formed the Gen’yõsha (éáç, Dark
Ocean Society) in 1881 to express their protest. In 1901 a splinter group
broke away under the leadership of Uchida Ryõhei to set up the Kokuryðkai
(¸Pl, Black Dragon Society). Subtle differences aside, these groups aimed
at being non-governmental “patriots,” and held to nationalism, the centrality
of the imperial family, and the construction of a Greater Asian sphere.
The success of the Russian Revolution and the subsequent rise of the
socialist movement within Japan, the revelation of the social contradictions
that accompanied the rapid growth of capitalism in the country, the social
unrest that followed on the economic recession after the First World War,
the intensi³cation of the anti-Japanese movement in China, the penetration
of individualism in Japan—each such new development made the young generation sympathetic to a rightist movement more and more dissatis³ed with
the inability of the old right to do anything, and led them to think that there
was no way out except through “restructuring the nation.” The right-wing
movements of Japan were faced with a new situation.
8
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Their response included such things as a turn to the divinization of the
emperor and an absolutization of his present authority, an amalgamation of
nationalism and sociality, an acceptance of German Geopolitik, and an alignment with the military, particularly the Army, as a strategy to realize the ideals
they held so fervently. They also enlisted lower-ranking of³cers to carry out
what needed to be done, were not adverse to assassination for practical ends,
and supported the proponents of “agriculture-³rst” as a check against capitalism. Those they faulted most for the state of the country were the elder
statesmen that surrounded the emperor, liberalist politicians, ³nancial cartels,
military cliques, liberals, the individualistic intelligentsia, and the advocates
of socialism and communism.
In order to bring down these elements in society, the rightists believed
that it was necessary to rely on Japan’s traditional religion and philosophy.
Some turned to the Japanese classics and to Shinto and Confucian ideas in
the Hirata school, the Kimon school, and the later Mito school as the best
way to crystallize a politico-religious nationalism. Representative leaders of
this direction at the time include Hiraizumi Kiyoshi, professor of national history at the Tokyo Imperial University, and Imaizumi Teisuke, president of
the Nihon Kõsei Gakkai (Õûy©¿l). On the other hand, rightists attracted
to Buddhism, like Kita Ikki, Inoue Nisshõ, and Ishihara Kanji, turned to
Nichiren for support, in particular to the interpretations propounded by the
line of Tanaka Chigaku.9
Those interested in management theory turned to the late Edo thinker
Satõ Nobuhiro’s theory of continental management as a precedent.
Meantime, a legal foundation for absolutizing the emperor was provided by
Uesugi Shinkichi’s Theory of the Divine Right of the Emperor (úyPÏÇ). On
this basis certain rightists succeeded in having Minobe Tatsukichi (18731948)—whose Imperial Organ Theory was the dominant interpretation of the
constitution during the late Taishõ and early Shõwa periods—removed from
his teaching post in 1935. Another object of the attacks of the nationalistic
right were the studies in ancient history of Tsuda Sõkichi (1873-1961),
which undermined their thinking by liberating the Kojiki and the Nihonshoki
from hitherto dogmatic interpretations. As was the case with Minobe, his
works were banned and he was forced to retire from teaching in 1940. We
should not forget that Watsuji Tetsurõ was among those to defend Tsuda’s
scholarship during the court trial that resulted.
A third example of academic conscience and scholarly excellence persecuted at the time was Kawai Eijirõ (1881–1944), one of the few historians of
9
I would note, however, that since the celebrated writer and devout Buddhist Miyazawa
Kenji became a disciple of Tanaka Chigaku and remained a follower of Nichiren, one must not
simply identify Tanaka Chigaku nationalism with Nichirenism.
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Western social thought. Besides being conversant in English utilitarian theory
and the idealistic ethics of T. H. Green, he had an interest in the thought of
the Fabian Society and liberalism, taking as his own position a kind of Fabian
socialism from which he courageously attacked Japan’s militarism as “fascist.”
As a result, he was attacked from the right by the nationalists and militarists
and from the left by Marxist economists, and in 1939 was forced to resign
from his post. When a court found him guilty, the publication of his books
was banned.
The demagoguery for the right was provided by Minoda Muneki (18941946), who relied on the support of the Genri Nipponsha (ã7Õûç, Japan
Principle Society) founded in 1925. His way of arguing and style of criticism
were so eccentric as to earn him the name “Minoda the Crazy” (a pun on the
reading of his personal name ô] and the word ñq), but he was hated and
feared. Having studied under Uesugi Shinkichi and the poet Mitsui Kõshi,
president of a group known as Sumeramikuni (Land of the Emperor), he
presided over the magazine Genri Nippon and in its pages developed the case
against Marxism and democracy. During the Taishõ period he dug his claws
into the “Taishõ democracy” of Yoshino Sakuzõ, and in the Shõwa period he
railed against democratic trends in the universities, including the theories of
Takikawa Yukitoki of Kyoto University and Minobe Tatsukichi. He instigated the so-called “Takikawa Incident” and “Imperial Organ Theory Incident”
and sent shock waves throughout the “academic freedom” that the Shõwa
academic leaders had worked to build up. One after the other, Suehiro Izutarõ, Kawai Eijirõ, Nishida Kitarõ, Tanabe Hajime, Kuwaki Gen’yoku, Hasegawa Nyozekan, Sugimori Kõjirõ, and others like them fell prey to his wiles.10
During my high-school years, a friend passed on to me a copy of something Minoda had written called The Restoration of Scholarship (¿ndG). I
had a look at it, but did not ³nd much in it in the way of criticism or see anything particularly scholarly in its content. In fact I remember putting it down
in disgust because I couldn’t make heads or tails of it. Once I was in university I had completely forgotten about it, but on 30 January 1946, after Japan
had been defeated in the war, my eyes fell on a short piece in my home town
Kumamoto newspaper, reporting that Minoda had committed suicide. I was
surprised that it was someone so close to home, but somehow it did not
strike me as unexpected, almost as if it had happened to someone unknown,
from a distant country. Perhaps it was because at the time I did not have a
10
The entry on Minobe in the ³tØÂø [Cyclopedia of national history] (Tokyo: Yoshikawa
Kõbunkan, 1992) relies heavily on the essay of ØSd± Õshima Yasumasa, ØX!ìm
oÙ@¿$—FÆ^u©¸Z;rkJm [The Greater East Asia War and the Kyoto school: The
political participation of the intellectuals], _îNÇ 80 (August, 1965). This essay is an extremely valuable resource on the activities of the Kyoto school during the war, written by someone on
the inside.
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very good idea of the role these people had played in Shõwa history. I never
did pick up that book again, but I wonder what impression I would have if it
were to fall into my hands a second time.
Saitõ Tadashi, Saitõ Shõ, Toyokawa Noboru, Satõ Tsðji, and other rightwing nationalist philosophers who advocated a “philosophy of the imperial
way” criticized the Kyoto school’s view of history for its lack of historical will,
for not having sacri³ced itself to the historical process, for being content to
do an analysis from the sidelines, and for being a speculative philosophy that
runs the danger of classifying the Empire as a particular historical archetype.11
Strictly speaking, the left referred to the Marxists and anarchists. De facto
many of those who joined social movements were communists and anarchists,
but since Communism had become illegal and anarchism was being actively
repressed, not many would have used these labels for themselves in the years
around 1935. The spread of Marxism among the intelligentsia was considerable. In the generation just above mine, hardly anybody seems to have
escaped baptism in the waters of Marxist thinking, whether or not they eventually agreed with it. The inµuence was especially strong in the ³elds of economics and economic history, but there was an immense intellectual assault
on ideas of history in the name of a broad-ranging materialistic view of history,
and on the philosophical front those who had grown comfortable in the
world of idealism were shaken to the roots.
Tosaka Jun, one of Nishida’s brilliant disciples, became a communist.
Miki Kiyoshi, though not going that far, raised the banner of a “new science”
to which young people sympathetic to Marxism rallied. This was the backdrop against which Nishida penned his poem:
It is because of Marx
that sleep comes hard to me.12
The inµuence of Marxism did not stop at moral questions but also
touched on the problem of how to understand present-day Japan. The book
Lectures on Japanese Capitalism (Õû¥ûü–“ã) published by Iwanami was
so inµuential that people were divided into the camps of “lecturists” and
“laborists” depending on where they stood on modern Japanese society.
Marxism clearly had an important part to play in the tumultuous debate that
resulted.
11
This group seems to have had ties to the army. The entry also relies on Õshima’s essay
(see note 10). In any case, I report all of this second-hand, since, although I recall browsing the
bookshelves during the war and reading the names of their books on the spines, I never actually
read them.
12

See NK, 30.
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By the mid-1930s, the impact of the Marxists had diminished, but given
the many contradictions and irrational elements that persisted in Japanese
society, along with the prolonged war with China that seemed to have the
country trapped in a swamp and the harassment by the Higher Special Police,
large numbers of liberal intellectuals, though not strictly leftists themselves,
continued in their sympathy for the Marxist program. Nor should it be forgotten that one of the hallmarks of the left and its sympathizers was its opposition to the nationalist system of the Meiji constitution, dubbed “the
emperor system.”
When trying to place the Kyoto school, it is important to note that
among those who rushed to the left and those who stayed behind there was
no break in relations (as witnessed in the friendly ties that Nishitani and
Tosaka maintained, despite their differences),13 and they remain united in
their stance against the common enemy: the narrow-minded nationalists.
Where relationships between the Kyoto school and the left are concerned, we
must not forget that the opposition was based on differences in worldview
that grew out of the common base of an open-mindedness to the world.
The Middle-of-the-Roaders
If we may lump together the remainder of Japan’s intelligentsia who did not
belong to the right or the left as we have de³ned them, those close to the
right would be the Japanese romanticists like Yasuda Yojðrõ. They considered all of modern Japan after the Meiji Enlightenment to be a “decline” and
made a strong appeal for a radical return to an aesthetic Japan. Many literary
movements were drawn to them, including a number of my close friends who
were intoxicated by Yasuda’s A Coronation Poet and The Bridge of Japan.
Because of their “aesthetic nationalism,” the Japanese Romantics, unlike the
13
See Nishitani’s “Remembrances of Tosaka Jun,” NKC 21:129–33. At the conclusion of
this piece, Nishitani comments:
The last time I met him was just before he was put into prison. He was in Kyoto for something to do with the translation of a Catholic dictionary, and stopped by the house. At the
time I, too, was considered one of the members of the “Kyoto school.” 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 we 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 have nothing to do with that pack of mad dogs. He
also said he thought the war would be over soon. Shortly thereafter a postcard came from
Tokyo. They had ³nally put him in prison, it said, but he would soon be out and we would
meet again. I understood him to mean that he would be released once the war was over. But
when the war did end, he did not get out after all. I often wonder if his spirit is looking
down on us today and what it is thinking.
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right wing, are not associated with any political movement. Their position
was narrow and biased, but it remained a literary, artistic movement rooted in
a romantic longing for “things noble and passionate.”
If we consider Japanese Romanticism to represent the form that Japanese
nationalism took in the world of aesthetics, then the people associated with
the Literary World were even more diverse and are therefore hard to categorize. The basic difference comes to this: the Romantics were narrow but
threw themselves intuitively and precipitously into the world of traditional
beauty, whereas the latter were trained in the study of Western literature and
therefore were better grounded intellectually and critically. Rather than work
for breadth they exerted themselves more in discovering the core of their own
literary studies.
Within the Literary World circle, the closest to the Romantic movement
was probably Kobayashi Hideo. He was the one most deeply preoccupied
with the dif³cult task of maintaining identity as a Japanese while studying
Western thought and literature. In his youth he was enchanted with
Rimbaud, captivated by Bergson, fascinated by Dostoevsky’s power as a
writer, and was quite content to give his life over to these pursuits. Then his
interests took a turn back to the world of the Japanese classics, and in his late
years he found himself most at home in the world of Motoori Norinaga. He
stressed that the way to discover the classics of Japan is to press ahead diligently in the study of Western literature. In this he differed from Yasuda’s µeetfooted leap directly into the world of Japan. Be that as it may, the point distinguishes those in the Literary World circle in general from the Romantics.
In terms of the social dimension, the most important relationship to
postwar Japan was is seen in the “Group of 27” that gathered around
Kiyozawa Kiyoshi and was set up by Ashida Hitoshi, Ishibashi Tanzan, and
the then president of the Chðõkõron publishing house, Shimanaka Yðsaku.
According to Õshima Yasumasa, they were resigned to the fact that AngloAmerican liberalism would ³nally emerge victorious and for that reason did
not collaborate in the war effort.14
In the religious world we may mention the group of non-Christian liberals at the former First Higher School, including Takeyama Michio, Ichihara
Toyota, and their president and backer Abe Yoshishige. During the war they
were engaged only in translation and expressed no opinions of their own. As
for Christian liberals, we may mention Nanbara Shigeru, who published an
indirect attack against the Japanese state during the war,15 Yanaihara Tadao,
and Mitani Takamasa.
14
It is not clear to me just why this “Group of 27” merits the extensive treatment it has been
given, but I imagine it has something to do with the impressive list of members that made it up.
15

See below, pages 257–9.
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The most pointed relationship to the times is to be seen in Kawai Eijirõ,
whom we referred to earlier, and his sympathizers. An anti-Marxist but not a
rightist, Kawai was receptive to the ideas of John Stuart Mill and turned to
Thomas Green for his self-reliant ethical standpoint. He had a profound
knowledge of English thought, but grew dissatis³ed with capitalistic liberalism and opted for social democracy. He was a spirited man and criticized
head-on the policies of the army on the Chinese mainland. Caught between
the attacks of the army and the right-wing forces on the one hand, and the
Marxist economists who disagreed with him on the other, he was driven out
of the university. He died without seeing the end of the war. One may perhaps associate him with the liberal left. In any case, his books were a voice of
conscience for many students at the time.
In this same left-of-center position were liberalists like Õtsuka Hisao, a
Christian and a follower of Max Weber who did not lose his sympathies for
the Marxists. Non-Christian liberals included the likes of Maruyama Masao, a
devotee of English nominalism and follower of Hobbes who sought a direction for Japan in the line from Ogyð Sorai to Fukuzawa Yukichi. Knowledgeable about Marxism as well, he produced a standard work called A History of
Japanese Political Thought. Also standing left of center were a large number of
Marxist sympathizers and fellow travelers whom we may call “hidden
Communists.” Without them the intellectual history of the postwar period
would not make sense.
The participants in the “Overcoming Modernity” symposium, as I mentioned earlier, all belong to this middle-of-the-road faction. One of them,
Kamei Katsuichirõ, was associated with Japanese Romanticism and was a core
element in the Literary World circle. As noted earlier, two others belonged to
the Kyoto school (Nishitani Keiji and Suzuki Shigetaka), and one had scholarly ties to it (Shimomura Toratarõ). The others had no such af³liation.
One has to suppose that the members of the Literary World circle chose
partners whom they considered congenial to their own ideas.16 I further surmise that they would have had to ful³ll the following general requirements:
an understanding of Western civilization and recognition of its signi³cance, a
sense of the problematic areas in modern Western civilization or of the problems Japan faced in accepting Western modernity, an appreciation of the raison d’être and value of the traditional civilization of the East in contrast to
that of the West—in a word, people with a feel for looking critically at civilization.
In terms of social composition, as far as we have seen the participants
were restricted to persons within the sphere of Japan’s intellectual world.
16
I base this suspicion on remarks made during the discussion by Kawakami to Kikuchi (KC,
204–6).
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Their common concern was modern Western civilization and its acceptance
on the one hand, and the possibilities for Japanese and Eastern traditions on
the other. At least in this symposium, the question of the Greater East Asian
War was not central for them. In the case of the Kyoto school representatives, Nishitani and Suzuki, it is clear that the question of the East Asian
Coprosperity Sphere was also a serious concern, but this does not show in
their comments and discussion here. No doubt the outbreak of war was an
important psychological factor in the background, but in the pages that follow I shall restrict remarks on the war to what was actually said in the papers
and discussion.

“MODERNITY” AND ITS “OVERCOMING”

We must begin with some account of how the participants understood the
term modernity and then whether or not they thought it was something to be
overcome. The underlying assumption throughout was that modernity was a
European phenomenon and that modernity in Japan was the inµuence of
Western European civilization.
We may classify the participants’ understanding of modernity and its
overcoming into several types. The physicist Kikuchi Masashi’s view that
“there is neither modernity nor antiquity in science,” while a not uncommon
view, was not shared by the others at the symposium, who were convinced
that modern Europe was an age with a meaning all its own. Yoshimitsu
Yoshihiko, a Catholic theologian from Sophia University, was clearest in this
regard, rejecting the modern West and calling for a return to medieval
Catholicism. Despite the strong impact of the Catholic theologian Jacques
Maritain and of Nicolai Berdyaev with his “New Middle Ages,” the predominant inµuence on Yoshimitsu was the French poet and philosopher Charles
Péguy. In his late twenties Yoshimitsu became disenchanted with Western
modernity when he saw the atheism to which it ³nally led. To avoid this, he
threw himself back to the Middle Ages and argued for the need to restore the
unity of culture and religion, of knowledge and spirituality, that he found
there. In Yoshimitsu’s view, the spirit of Western modernity does not represent a “rejection” of the medieval spirit but a “schizophrenic result” of the
breakdown of the medieval world. Given this opposition, a return to the
Middle Ages was a matter of course.17
Since none of the other participants shared Yoshimitsu’s Catholic faith, it
is not surprising that their attitudes to modernity differ from his. The group
was by and large split between those who argued that modernity is some17

KC, 9.
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thing to be overcome and others who argued for a recognition of its value. A
few others did not mention the modernity of the West at all but spoke of the
need to overcome modernity in Japan.
Modernity and Music
For me, the most interesting position among those who argued for going
beyond Western modernity was that of the musician Moroi Saburõ. “For
some time now,” he explained, “I have been concerned with the problem of
how to overthrow modern music and rescue music from the art of sensory
stimulation and restore it to an art of the spirit. To this day that concern has
not changed in the least.”18 Living in the present as we do, Moroi noted, we
are caught up in modern music. Granted we are born into it, we have still to
decide whether to follow it unconditionally or to resist and bring into question its essence.
Moroi opted for the latter course. One reason was his sense that modern
composers did better work in their youth than when they were more
advanced in age, so that their musical compositions did not mature as they
themselves matured in life. Modern music for him is guilty of a fundamental
error, namely the idea that music is the art of the pleasure of sensory stimulation. This brought him to think of returning to music as an art of the spirit.
In the history of music, the term modern refers to the early decades of
the twentieth century. Speci³cally, it is said to refer to what are called impressionism, expressionism, and primitivism. By noting transformations in the
idea of music, Moroi argued persuasively that the beginnings of modern
music lie rather in romanticism. He saw signs of hope in the neoclassical
trend that appeared after the First World War. If “analysis” is the basic principle at work in the music of romanticism and modernity, its form of musical
expression is “harmonic.” In contrast, neoclassical music begins by retrieving
the monistic quality and continuity of sound, and stresses the formal element
of unity in music (not in the concrete sense but in the sense of the principles
of form). He sees the neoclassical movement as still incomplete, but acknowledges that it is a step towards defeating modernity in European music.
Even with my little knowledge of music, I ³nd it easy to understand what
he is trying to say. As a Japanese, he ³nds something unsatisfying about Western music, and he attributes this to a different “feel” for music. Western music
is rooted in the feeling of the “song,” while the music of the East is rooted in
“narration.” In his own composition, Moroi said, he tries to be narrative.19
Besides a knowledge of the essence of Western music—he refused to reject it
outright—such composition requires familiarity with the ongoing spirit of
18

KC, 38.

19

KC, 213.
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Japanese music and the elemental spirit of the Japanese people that gave it
birth. It is not merely a matter of modernizing gagaku (hÁ, court music) or rewriting the music of traditional naniwabushi (¹PÞ, narrative ballads) for
Western instruments. It means the attempt to express one’s grasp of the elemental spirit of the Japanese people through Western composition and instruments. For Moroi, only such creativity can “overcome modernity” in music.
I do not know what Japanese musicians today think about Moroi’s views.
But I was most impressed to see someone trying to do in the world of music
what Nishida was attempting in the world of philosophy. I ³nd it a serious
effort by a Japanese to come to terms with Western culture. Of course, one
way to comprehend the West is to become completely Westernized, as Mori
Arimasa and others like him did, but I am more persuaded by Moroi’s
approach. I ³nd it surprising that readers of the symposium did not make
more of it. Perhaps the ideological lens through which they were ³ltering its
contents was too thick for its subtleties.
Suzuki on Modernity
The “Memorandum on ‘Overcoming Modernity’” that Suzuki Shigetaka
delivered to open the symposium was, at his own request, withdrawn prior to
the publication of the proceedings. It was not to resurface in published form
until 1980.20 As it stands, the program that Suzuki laid out seems to be
highly valuable, but he apparently felt that it did not ³t in with the general
direction of the symposium. Since my focus is on the published proceedings,
I refer to his piece only brieµy.
As a historian, Suzuki understood overcoming modernity as the rejection of “historicism” and the idea of “development.” This is easy to argue
philosophically, he notes, but quite another thing to demonstrate with the
tools of historical research and description. Suzuki speaks from practical experience when he insists on the dif³culty of such an undertaking. I had frequent
occasion to hear him speak when he was alive, and I am sure that this was a
lifelong concern of his.
Suzuki’s “Memorandum” notes the need to clarify just what it is that is
supposed to be overcome: “Is it the nineteenth century or is it the
Renaissance?” One cannot help feeling here the inµuence of Christopher
Dawson, who traced the mistakes of modernity to the Renaissance. Indeed,
in the course of an exchange with Yoshimitsu, Suzuki remarks:
The Renaissance was basically something born out of the Middle Ages in
the sense that it was to reverse what the medievals had done. And here
20
Hiromatsu restored the short text of the “Memorandum” in his Theories on “Overcoming
Modernity,” 18–19, 22–3.
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we come to a basic question. Apart from the fact of whether the beginnings of modernity can be traced objectively to the Middle Ages, I think
there is something to the view that subjectively speaking, the modern
individual began from the rejection of the Middle Ages. This is the contradiction of the modern age. Do we not need to overcome this contradiction? If there is something wrong with the spirit that rejected the
Middle Ages, perhaps reµection on what we owe to the Middle Ages…is
one way to overcome modernity.21
On the one hand, we have Suzuki’s idea of associating modernity with
the Middle Ages by way of the Renaissance. On the other, we have the views
of Hans Freyer, Emile Durkheim, and others who locate the actual birth of
modernity in the eighteenth century with the introduction of the idea of
“scholarly methodology” by which scholarship ceased to be simply truth and
came to be seen as a de³nition of the character of society and civilization.22
For the historian, Suzuki’s position on overcoming modernity raises the
important question of whether modernity should be understood as the outgrowth of the Renaissance or as an eighteenth-century phenomenon. But the
participants did not take up this question and attempt to answer it. Nor have
any of the later commentators on the symposium.
The movie critic, Tsumura Hideo, argued that even if parts of modernity
were worth taking up, “Americanism” was not. This seems to have been the
general view among the general population at the time, though there was a
considerable gap between the general population who enjoyed watching
American movies and the intellectuals who were uninterested in American
culture. Suzuki’s response to this broadside, pointing out the importance of
the Puritan element in America, showed a grasp of American culture rather
advanced for his day. I will return to his remarks in the conclusion to this
essay.
Shimomura and the Problem of Science
In contrast to those who saw modernity as something to be overcome,
Shimomura Toratarõ represents the opposite side who argued for the positive
elements in modernity. The question of overcoming modernity in Europe
arises from the idea that modern culture had fallen externally into mechanized civilization in which people are enslaved to machinery. But Shimomura
21
22

KC, 186.

For a long time, I could not understand how Suzuki, a specialist in Western medieval history, could publish The Industrial Revolution (c%¾f), an impressive volume of reµections on
science, technology, and civilization from the modern age to the present. In reexamining the
symposium for this essay, I ³nally see the reason. I discovered that even after the war he continued thinking about the problem of “overcoming modernity.”
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notes that there were more slaves prior to the invention of the machine, and
suggests that the enslavement of people to machinery is a result of the institutional structure—and hence ultimately the human spirit—that uses the
machines. In one sense the building of machinery signi³es a victory of the
spirit. If there is a problem, he concludes, it lies in the imbalance between
the physical sciences and the mental sciences.23
This leads him into a discussion of “nature” and “spirit.” If the essence
of nature lies in necessity, the essence of spirit lies in freedom. The superiority of spirit to nature is self-evident to the spirit. The problem is freedom.
The wisdom of the ancient sages sought freedom in disciplining the spirit to
obey nature (subjective freedom). Modern philosophy came up with the idea
of “objective idealism,” whose transformation into an “idealism of objective
freedom” represents the real culmination of the self-awareness of the modern
spirit that shaped modern philosophy. For Shimomura, the experimental
method of modern science is a method for disclosing what does not exist naturally, or is not present in nature. The knowledge it aims at is not the intuition of essential forms but the development of nature’s potential. Modern
machines are the product of this method. This is not simply the application or
use of nature but the restructuring or making over of nature. What results
from this modern process of creation is not a simple subjective independence
from nature, but a truly objective independence. Here, for the ³rst time the
objective idealism was given a basis for becoming concrete reality.24
Concerning the question of “body and soul,” Shimomura notes that in
antiquity the soul was considered a spirit in contrast to the body, whereas in
the modern age that body no longer exists:
Today the body is an organism whose organs are provided by machines.
The tragedy of the modern age is that the old soul can no longer keep up
with this “new body.” A new metaphysics is needed for this new bodymind. The body today is at once gigantic and delicate. It can no longer
be measured on the yardstick of ancient psychology with its talk of inner
awareness and personal disciplines. It requires a political, social, even a
national measure. Or perhaps better, a new theology.25
It is not easy to know what Shimomura had in mind with this “new
body.” Was it the structured body of society? Or perhaps an organization
with a certain goal? In any case, prior to mechanized civilization, methods
used for improving the “soul” like introspection, persuasion, asceticism, and
23
Shimomura uses his own English terms to distinguish what today are known as the “natural” and “human” sciences.
24
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discipline are no longer effective. Shimomura argues that ³nding a way to
overcome modernity entails an awareness of the notion of spirit and the conceptualization of a new “theory of spiritual cultivation” in line with contemporary structures and contemporary insights. This includes the idea of
overcoming modernity in a modern body and in a form that pushes ahead
along the lines in which modernity has developed. He notes here that, by and
large, the knowledge of the Japanese intellectual is “literary,” not “scienti³c,”
or what he calls “vegetable sentiment.”
The problem Shimomura set before the symposium was extremely
important, but perhaps because the other participants in the symposium were
not well versed in science, it did not get very far in the discussion. The
medievalist Yoshimitsu argued that the fusion of science and the spirit of
antiquity would bring about a unity of the natural sciences and natural philosophy and a harmony of science and Christian doctrine, even to the point
of proving the existence of God. Shimomura countered that the differences
between ancient science, which was based on geometry, and modern science,
which is based on mathematics and physics, yield a different idea of proof.
The methods of modern science came about through a union of causal necessity and the experimental method. As a branch of study modern science is
fundamentally “positivistic” in nature, unlike the nature of learning in
antiquity, which consisted in “ratiocination.” From the standpoint of science,
he argued convincingly, a return to the Middle Ages is dif³cult.
Shimomura’s ideas of a “new body” and a “machine-creating spirit” for
a mechanized civilization are extremely important and bear comparing with
Norbert Wiener’s “cybernetics,” which were only published later. Nevertheless, Kawakami Tetsutarõ booted aside Shimomura’s ideas of a “new body”
and a “machine-creating spirit” for a mechanized civilization: “Mechanical
civilization cannot be an object to be overcome. It is not among the things
the spirit overcomes. The spirit is not interested in machines.” Kobayashi
agreed.26 Shimomura’s ideas of the “modern body” as an organic extension
of the machine and the need for a new soul to accommodate it, were not pursued in the discussions.

JAPANESE MODERNITY

Four papers in the symposium took up the question of Japan’s relationship to
modernity. Two of the presenters, Kamei and Hayashi, were “converts” from
Communism and spoke in personal terms from their own experience. “The
war we are engaged in at this moment,” remarked Kamei in his short essay,
26
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“is aimed outwardly at the destruction of the British and American forces.
But internally it is a kind of basic therapy aimed at curing the psychological
malaise…brought about by modern culture.” His argument heats up, however, when he comes to a second problem. In his own words:
In the name of a “battle of ideas,” two clichés, a hero known as “the Japanese spirit” and a villain known as “foreign ideas,” are pitted against one
another…. The villain falls and the hero is showered with applause. This
is the puppet-show fantasy that is being drummed into the psychology of
ordinary people,….a feeble spirit captivated by a display of bravery.27
Admitting the importance of the classics, Kamei nevertheless objects to
interpreting their contents and the sayings of the sages by means of the ruling
slogans and catch-phrases. “The greatest enemy of the classics,” he claims,
“is a spirit that feeds on quick compliance and short memory.” From the day
that Japan took in the last stages of Western culture known as “modernity,”
the spirit of this civilization has violated the Japanese spirit in its innermost
recesses, its enchantment far surpassing the hostile ideas said to come from
England and America.
Kamei’s critique focuses on three points: the crisis of words (specialized or
technical vocabulary taken out of context and turned into “labels” to think
with), the deterioration of sensitivity (outspokenness and the loss of respect
for silence), and the impact of speed on the spirit (the desire to get things
³nished as quickly and ef³ciently as possible, which accompanies progress in
mechanization). In a section entitled “The Illusion of Victory,” Kamei notes:
In the background of the present war, another war is going on. We see it
in the pressure of a civilization moving relentlessly ahead with an apparently natural force of persuasion, in our trust in the machine and all the
maladies and debilities of the spirit this brings in its wake, in the selfdestructive behavior of people who have lost all sense of moderation. It
is not sure whether we will perish in this ³ght or be saved, but at least as
we count our victories in the war we can see, let us not deceive ourselves
into thinking that this deeper war, hidden to the eyes, is a mere fantasy.28
There is much merit in what Kamei has to say as a criticism against the
deterioration of the spirit that had surfaced under the sham excuse of “war
time.” Indeed, it reminds me in some ways of what Karl Jaspers had to say in
Man in the Modern Age. But at this point his argument takes a turn to the
abstract:
27
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The illusion of “peace” that victors often carry around with them glosses
over this abyssal war….Behind the mask of “peace” the poison of civilization spreads. More frightening than war is peace….The present disturbances are a war in the name of that abyssal war. In those battle³elds
the rise or fall of the Japanese people will depend on the clarity of their
insight to drive away all delusions and on the irradicable fearlessness of
their belief. Rather a war of kings than the peace of slaves!29
It is as if Kamei had somehow confused actual warfare—in which people
slaughter each other—with the demanding struggle of each of us with ourselves in the spiritual and intellectual realm.30
Hayashi’s presentation on “The Heart of Loyalty to the Emperor” is
totally different from the others and left me with the sense that it did not
belong there. Still, it does represent one strain of thought among the
Japanese intelligentsia of the day.31 Hayashi begins by observing that loyalty
to the emperor is distinct from mere patriotism and from allegiance to a landlord or shõgun. It is also not to be confused with Chinese or Western ideas of
loyalty.32 Rather:
Kneeling before the Gods and the emperor, I call to mind my sinfulness
and something blossoms in my breast, my bowels, my limbs, and my
senses one and all—this is the heart of loyalty to the emperor…. And
only this heart can make a true patriot with true love of country.33
In the discussion, the question of Japan’s spiritual condition from the
Russo-Japanese War to the time of the Second World War was not taken up.
Instead attention was turned to the “civilization and enlightenment” of the
Meiji era. According to Hayashi, the Meiji Enlightenment was a utilitarian
culture strong enough to defeat all its critics—among them Uchimura Kanzõ,
Okakura Tenshin, Saigõ Takamori, and Nogi Maresuke—and to make victors ever after of all those who championed its cause.
29
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In saying this, I am left with the doubt that there might be something more behind his
rhetorical µourishes than I was able to see.
31
Asano Akira òŸ m is like Hayashi in this regard. He is also a convert and another of the
Japanese romanticists. In his interesting personal account, Hayashi, who was born in a small
town in Kyðshð the year before the Russo-Japanese War, recalls how he passed his childhood
indifferent to the Gods and the emperor, later argued against the national polity, and ³nally
became a left-wing littérateur.
32
The English word Royality is printed in the text, apparently a spelling mistake for Royalty,
which is in turn a spelling mistake for Loyalty. The “new edition” preserves the mistake intact,
though it does correct another on page 88.
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There is something to what he says, but neither he nor any of the participants make any mention of Fukuzawa Yukichi’s Outlines of Civilization,
which spoke out against the Meiji enlightenment during its height, criticizing
its shallowness even as it stressed the need for positive efforts to learn from
Western civilization.
Hayashi’s distorted knowledge of modern Japanese history shows up also
in his reply to a question of Nishitani Keiji’s concerning the role that Western
individualism played in eliminating the feudal class system in the early Meiji
period. For Hayashi, Western individualism played no role whatsoever. The
fall of the feudal system was entirely the result of the Meiji Restoration and
the restoration of the ancient emperor system.34 Here, and indeed throughout the symposium, the question of individualism, liberalism, capitalism,
socialism, and other fundamental questions facing modern Japan were by and
large passed over. The study of social thought may have been late in arriving
to Japan because of its negative association with the emperor system, but the
disciples of Kawai Eijirõ and young Japanese modernists like Maruyama
Masao show that this was not entirely the case. In any case, it would seem
that the staff of Literary World did not think of including such people and
their ideas in the discussion of “overcoming modernity.”
As the exchange between Nishitani and Kobayashi Hideo to be taken up
later will show, not all the debate was so lacking in content. The paper by
Nakamura Mitsuo also merits mention in this regard.
Nakamura specialized in French literature at university, but as his postwar History of Meiji Literature attests, along with his interest in literary criticism, he brought a broad perspective to carefully documented studies on
modern Japanese literature and the history of the modern spirit that lay
behind it. He was dissatis³ed with the µow of the discussion, and seems to
have maintained silence from beginning to end. Afterwards he submitted an
essay, whose main points we may summarize here.
Nakamura begins with a discussion of the difference in attitudes towards
modernity between Europe and Japan. In Europe, he ³nds both “a healthy
despair and a healthy self-con³dence, rooted in the things of life,” that results
from having lived through the modern age. In Japan, however,
modern culture is no more than a super³cial import. To speak of overcoming modernity forgetting this unique character of our country’s “modernity”…is nothing more than toying around with abstractions.35
34

KC, 243.

35

KC, 52.

215

MINAMOTO RYÕEN

The speed with which the Japanese lifestyle changed after the Meiji period
can only be called “miraculous,” but on the other hand:
Who knows what sacri³ces this miracle cost? How much confusion of
spirit has this abrupt change of lifestyle brought us, forced upon us as
something we “needed”! How badly have the heartless demands of the
times twisted the spirits of those who had no choice but to accommodate
themselves to it! Surely this is the most serious question our country’s
modernity puts to us.36
Regarding the relationship between the West and modern Japan,
Nakamura observes that many in Japan mistakenly suppose “modernity” to
be synonymous with Western Europe, confusing the West with the modern
West. This leads him to ask why Japan continues the insanity of pursuing
what is “new” in ignorance of Europe’s past, and how such a serious distortion of perspective could have arisen in Japan’s commonsense view of
Europe. For Nakamura, the answer begins with a careful consideration of
how Western civilization was imported to Japan during the Meiji period.
Nakamura points out that in the years immediately after the reopening of
Japan to contact with the outside world, in order to guarantee its survival as
a nation against pressures from the West, it felt the urgent need for military
and economic parity. This could only be achieved by importing a scienti³c,
that is to say Western, civilization.
A scienti³c civilization based on “utility” does not constitute a foundation for true science and technology. What was forced on the Japanese of the
Meiji era was a ready-made knowledge and technology, the antithesis of true
scienti³c endeavor. Meiji “scholars” were no more than hasty importers of
new and ready-to-wear knowledge from the West. They lacked the capacity
to think for themselves. This kind of “reckless and lax mind set,”37 out for the
maximum results with the least amount of effort, spread like an irresistible
fashion among the Japanese academic community. Even in this time of war,
Nakamura complained, the simple “rush” to adapt to the super³cial moods
of the times has not let up, and the ranks of those who have lost the habit of
thinking on their own is on the increase. Noting that numbers of such spiritually handicapped are also notable among those calling for a resurrection of
the classics or preaching tradition and history, he ³nds it hard to imagine how
the serious business of a country’s cultural self-awareness can be carried out as
such a casual pursuit (a point made also in the essay of Kamei referred to earlier and in Miyoshi Tatsuji’s contribution, “A Brief Account”).
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Nakamura’s conclusion regarding the “overcoming of modernity” is this:
If this is the harsh reality of the “modernity” as we live it, the ³rst concrete step to overcoming it seems to lie in the clear consciousness that
the enemy with whom we must do battle is the spiritual crisis within us
and among us.38
Nakamura’s argument follows the same line as the ideas Natsume Sõseki
developed in his lecture “The Blossoming of Contemporary Japan”
(êÖÕûuˆP) and in his novels. Having spent the years of my youth during
the war frustrated by the endless stream of short-circuited ideas that ³lled the
newspapers and books, I feel a sense of relief at knowing that there were
“normal minds” like this around.
I do not know how Nakamura Mitsuo understood Japanese or Eastern
tradition. He was probably an advocate of the West. There were others of his
contemporaries, like the specialist in ancient Greek philosophy, Tanaka
Michitarõ, who pursued this standpoint more radically in his own ³eld. Such
persons took a step back from their times and were able to look at things with
a calmer and clearer eye. As much as I appreciate this, I still have my doubts
about the absoluteness of Western civilization and wonder what it is that
Japan and the East have to contribute to the culture of all humanity.
The keynote of the thinkers of the Kyoto school, as persons educated in
the traditions of Japan and the East despite all they have learned from the
West, has been the attempt to bring the possibilities latent in traditional culture into encounter with Western culture. With this in mind, we may look
more closely at the contribution of Nishitani Keiji to the symposium.

NISHITANI ON OVERCOMING MODERNITY

Nishitani’s brief but well-structured contribution to the symposium, “My
Idea of the Overcoming of Modernity,” suggests that Japan’s adoption of
European culture is characterized by the importation of disparate elements
with little or no connection to each other. This contrasts with the introduction of Chinese culture in ancient times, which was done more organically.
Part of the blame lies with Japan’s picking and choosing things from the West
with no concern for relationships among them, but a more fundamental reason lies in the fact that Western culture itself had lost its sense of cultural connectedness.
According to Nishitani, Europe’s modern age was a time that saw the
crumbling of the foundations that had once made possible a uni³ed view of
38
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the world. Speci³cally, he singled out three streams of thought in modern
Western Europe: the Reformation, the Renaissance, and the rise of the natural sciences. It is a mistake to see these as merely three tributaries µowing
from a single intellectual mainstream. They are in essence independent of
each other and radically at odds with one another because each holds within
itself a completely different view of the world.
Nishitani argues for the need to lay new foundations if we are to face the
basic questions of today and forge a new worldview. He poses the problem in
terms of religion:
What kind of religiosity will it take to give culture, history, ethics and so
forth, all of which entail a complete af³rmation of the human, the freedom to pursue their own standpoint, while at the same time insuring
equal freedom of activity for the sciences, whose standpoint is one of
indifference to the human, and then to unify the two standpoints?39
The answer, for him, lies in “the construction of an ethics based on religion.”
This standpoint of religiosity, which can be discovered only by “probing into
our own subjectivity,” he calls “the standpoint of subjective nothingness.”40
Subjective nothingness, Nishitani explained, is not some thing that can
be grasped objectively. It can only be grasped in an act of free spontaneity as
a reality belonging to the interiority of the self. It entails a denial of the conscious self, a “no-self” or “no mind” that extinguishes the petty ego. In a
word, it is the True Self. Having said that, Nishitani hastens to add that awareness of this True Self is inseparable from the body, the natural world, the
mind, and the world of culture. The point is rather that this self-awareness
does not come about as the work of conscious mental activity but as the work
of the subject qua nothingness. As a result,
the absolute negation of all things, including culture and science, is converted directly into an absolute af³rmation. The subject that creates culture or engages in science had not yet reached self-awareness at the
standpoint of subjective nothingness. This standpoint, from its position
of transcendence, can become immanent in the subject that creates culture or engages in science as a true subjectivity.41
This is Nishitani’s proposal for the uni³cation of science, culture, and religion.
What is more, Nishitani proposes this standpoint of subjective nothingness as something distinctive to Eastern religiosity, which he sees as the only
39
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form of religion able to resolve the dif³cult relationship that science and culture have come to in the religiosity of the modern West. He believes further
that this global religiosity of subjective nothingness can be developed into an
ethic for the people. The standpoint of subjective nothingness makes it possible to integrate the skills re³ned in various occupations (technology in the
broad sense of the term) and the selµess devotion to one’s occupation (popular ethics), and in so doing to raise the level of “moral energy” among the
people at large. The context leaves no doubt that it is the Japanese people he
has in mind:
Even in the East itself, there is no country other than Japan where
Eastern religiosity has been so closely bound to national ethics as to
become the cornerstone of the nation and tap its primal energies.42
He singles out as the most immediate problems facing Japan at present
“the establishment of a new world order” and “construction of Greater East
Asia.” Regarding the former, he insists that the new order be a just one, and
regarding the latter, that activity in Asia must in no way be taken to mean the
acquiring of colonial territories.
For Nishitani, establishment of a new and just world order is not only an
inevitable development in world history, it is also the “destiny” of Japan.
“Our country is the only strong non-European country, and therefore we are
pressed to challenge Anglo-Saxon domination in Asia.”43 That Japan succeeded in escaping Anglo-Saxon rule he attributes to its strong unity as a
nation and the moral energy that results therefrom.
The term moralische Energie, taken over from the German historian
Leopold von Ranke, was a byword in the social thought of the Kyoto school,
but Nishitani’s use of the term was somewhat different in that he expanded it
to cover not only the ethics of the people or the nation but also a “world
ethic.” If it is only a Japanese ethic,
it has no connection to the ethics of the world, and in certain circumstances can be linked to injustices like making other peoples and nations
objects of colonization. It can be put at the service of the personal
grudges of a nation, as it were. In our country today the moral energy
that is the driving force of national ethics must at the same time directly
energize a world ethic.44
We must not forget that in speaking of the actual problems that arose
once the war was underway, Nishitani’s aim was a world ethic that went
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beyond the national level and he warned against colonization. This sets him
apart from collaborators who fanned enthusiasm for the war among the people.
He expounded a “correlation between nation and world” and argued
that the nation must get beyond a standpoint centered on itself alone and
direct itself to the establishment of international relations that open up into a
“horizon of the communality of nations” based on the nonduality of self and
others (À¬#Ì) and bene³ting oneself in bene³ting others (À22¬). He
concludes that the actual task of overcoming the spirit of modernity consists
in securing an ethic of moral energy, based on a religion of subjective nothingness and infusing the individual, the nation, and the world.
Among the responses, the Catholic theologian Yoshimitsu Yoshihiko,
not surprisingly, criticized the ³rst part of Nishitani’s paper. But there was
almost no reaction concerning the second half. One surmises that the participants and the sponsors from Literary World deliberately wanted to avoid
touching on the question of the war. There was, however, a lively exchange
on a number of other questions between Nishitani and Kobayashi, to which
we shall next turn our attention.

TWO VIEWS OF HISTORY

It was Kobayashi Hideo who raised the question that started him and
Nishitani off on their immensely interesting exchange. It struck him, he said,
that the history of Japanese literature after the Meiji period is a history of the
misunderstanding of Western literature, and that when solid research into the
real history of modern thought and literature in the West had ³nally caught
on, the country was visited by a time of political crisis insisting on the discovery of some kind or other of “Japanese principle.” The discussions on
“overcoming modernity,” he went on, grew out of this impasse.
Kobayashi himself settled on a thoroughgoing study of Dostoevsky as
the most problematic giant of modern Western literature. His concern was
not to ³nd a Japanese Dostoevsky but to make every effort to get back to the
original, and as a result he discovered that Dostoevsky was not a representative of modern Russian society or Russia in the nineteenth century, but rather
a writer who fought with his times and won.
From there Kobayashi came to see the way in which positivistic, scienti³c
literary criticism falls into the trap of reµecting the conventions of a given
society or age, and at the same time to recognize how all ³rst-rate thinkers
seek a meaning in life by trying to overcome the age in which they live. This
brought him to challenge the ruling theories of history. In opposition to
“theories of historical change” Kobayashi emphasized “theories of what does
not change in history.” He located the weakness of moderns in their captiva220
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tion by the dynamic side of historical forces and their forgetfulness of the static side:
Literature and the arts always take the form of harmony or order—not
the form of the transformation of power but the equalizing of power. Is
not the harmony and order achieved by those writers who, permanently
at odds with their age, strike a balance between opposite forces a great
blessing? In this sense one can speak of certain artists conquering their
age. Masterpieces do not kowtow to their age but neither do they µee it.
Theirs is a kind of state of static tension.”45
From there he draws an analogy between the Japanese classics and the great
writers from East and West that have come down to us through the ages. If,
he suggests, “it is a serious mistake to see history as ever changing or progressing,” then those ³gures that have passed through a history of the same
people struggling with the same things are “eternal.” He suggests that the
history of Japan and Japanese classics be reconsidered in the same way.
While acknowledging the point, Kawakami Tetsutarõ questioned
whether this should be called something like “universal anthropology” rather
than “history.” Kobayashi preferred to consider it a form of “aesthetics,”
when Nishitani turned the question back again to history. This is the point at
which their exchange begins.
For Nishitani history contains both change and something unchangeable, and the question is whether these two aspects are separated or permanently bound to one another. If bound, then even what the world of
literature considers “eternal” is really a product of history. In the case of great
authors whose works live beyond their own age, they transcend history from
within history and this roots them still more deeply in history. He suggest
that it is better to speak of this as “the more fundamentally historical” than as
an “anthropology.”
Kobayashi retorted that he found this a “modern dialectic of history”
which falls under what he had called “theories of historical change.” There is
a “form” in history that cuts off interpretation—be it causal or dialectical—
and this form manifests history. For example, when the form of the Kamakura
age is visible, the Kamakura age can be understood. This is different from
current historicism. For Kobayashi it con³rmed him in the awe-inspiring
greatness of Plato’s theory of Ideas.
Nishitani took issue with this idea of seeing the eternal in a particular historical form, drawing attention to the human spirit that created this so-called
eternal form or aspect. Form and aspect are things from the past, things
45
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made, and the human effort and spirit that went into them is something we
must also possess. We ³nd ourselves face to face with that spirit of old when
we have to pull ourselves beyond our own times. This is not a matter of form
or aspect but of something that must be appropriated. It is a question of seeking in the past what does not lie in the relics of the past, of seeing the spirit of
former times as spirit.
Along with constant eternal forms and aspects, the inconstant spirit is also
at work in history. It comes down to us and we must make it our own. In this
sense the inconstant spirit must be at work in its very inconstancy. It may be
all right for historians to contemplate the eternal form in what lies before
them, but this is not enough for those concerned with philosophy and religion. They must break their own trail, tripping on the present as they go.
This is why the inconstant things continually throw themselves up at us from
the midst of what is constant. If one removes oneself from the midst of history, the idea of history is no longer possible. The changeable and unchangeable are woven warp and woof together. This was Nishitani’s reply.
To compare these two views of history, Kobayashi is looking at the
“form” of history as a spectator (as his own express af³nities for Plato’s theory of Idea and Forms makes patent), feeling that history has been understood
when its form has become visible; Nishitani takes more the standpoint of a
player concerned with taking hold of history, and thus takes more seriously
the “mind” of the player. This confrontation is one between form and mind
on the one hand and “artistic creation” and “religious praxis” on the other—
or perhaps we might say, between Plato and Zen.
Nishitani’s point was not lost on Kobayashi, but his perspectives were
too different for the discussion to go anywhere and he therefore changed
directions, taking up the question of “creativity.” From the standpoint that
what’s past is past, and that Plato would have come up with something different had he been born today just as we have no choice but to make something new, he began, it is hard to know what is being created in all of this.
Does not the standpoint of creativity eliminate the need for novelty? The
achievements of the ancients stand. The problem is that today we lack the
humility to realize that we cannot surpass them, having forgotten that the
only reason we are able to create something different is that the resources at
our disposal are different.
The mere fact of having been born today is a ridiculous reason to feel
superior. We µatter ourselves to think that there is something that only we
can do because we live when we do. The distinctive mark of the work of
powerful artists is precisely that they lack that self-infatuation. In this way
Kobayashi argued for a standpoint where the classical element in the classics
comes to light.
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Kobayashi makes a strong case for the “classicism” of his literary position. It is the same standpoint preserved intact today in the world of Noh
drama,46 but this is rarely to be seen in the world of literature or art in general
during the modern period, where creativity is seen in terms of “individuality”
and “freedom.” Since Kobayashi’s position is far removed from modernity in
this sense, his “return to tradition” is actually an “overcoming of modernity”
and not a simple traditionalism. This helps explain the appeal of his position
for many who were loyal to his vision, though he was never without his critics.
Nishitani did not, of course, belong to the camp of scientism and positivism that Kobayashi was criticizing, but he did once again voice objections,
which started the two off on a new debate focused on their respective ideas of
literature, philosophy, and the arts.
Nishitani began from his own experience, noting that everyone begins
philosophy with an immersion in the classics. Predisposed to the greatness of
thinkers like Plato and Kant, one studies their works with the aim of feeling
something of their spirit. At the same time, as soon as one stops to reµect on
oneself, it is clear that there are things that Plato and Kant cannot satisfy. And
from there the feeling arises that only by leaving the trail that others have
made can one resolve one’s own questions. As one trips and stumbles out on
one’s own, one discovers the footprints of Plato.
This does not mean that one has wild ambitions of achieving something
that ancients were not able to achieve. If someone is caught entirely in Plato’s
web, such ambitions would even be out of place. Indeed, it would be satisfaction enough if one were able to walk in all honesty the way of great
thinkers of old. But there is something in the essence of philosophy that precludes this, even forbids it. In the case of artistic appreciation and religious
belief, things may be different, Nishitani notes, but when it is a question of
truly stepping into the footsteps of the ancients, there is no other way than to
walk one’s own path.
Without wishing to ignore the standpoint of philosophy, Kobayashi
shifted the discussion to aesthetics, beauty, and expression. He made clear
his allegiance to Bergson, in whose position on aesthetics he found none of
the equivocal use of language one ³nds, for example, in Hegel’s talk of the
46
]−Âr° Kita Rokuheita, the fourteenth successor in the Kita line of Noh, performed for
the ³rst time in the temple of Dõjõ-ji on 3 March 1892. Some forty years later, on 28 April
1935 he performed for the last time. On that occasion he was sorely tempted to change the form
he had used up until then, but when he paused to think what it would mean to destroy the ritual form of his lineage, he danced his last as he had always danced, without the slightest change.
See Âr°© [Artistic discussions with Rokuheita] (Tokyo: Shunjðsha, 1942), 219–20. This
example shows up the conspicuous respect for form in Noh, which may be due to its relatively
early perfection as an art form and its achievement of a world of classical art. See my „ [Form]
(Tokyo: Sõbunsha, 1989), 245–7.
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“concrete universal.” Captivated by Bergson’s view that “if one were able to
remove all the inevitable obstacles imposed by life in society and immerse
oneself in the true shape of reality, one would grasp beauty,” Kobayashi
claimed that “this is the way to forge a metaphysics directly—beginning with
an analysis of pure perception, aware that the historical and social persona is
a mere mask.”47
Once this problem of “expression” had been introduced, he launched a
severe question at Nishitani, the scholar of French letters irritating the sore
spot of Japanese philosophy:
For example, your paper and that of Yoshimitsu are most dif³cult to
understand. To put it in the extreme, they have none of the sensuality of
the Japanese language. We have the sense that philosophers really care
very little for the fact that fate has given them a native language to write
in. However conscientious and logical one’s expression, it seems to me
that beyond merely using the traditional Japanese language, the style
should possess the µavor that only a Japanese can give it. This is something that those of us in literature are always conscious of in our work….
But on this point the philosophers are extremely nonchalant. I do not
see any way for reviving the philosophy in Japan as truly Japanese philosophy if this problem is not surmounted. What do you think about this?48
The question is not new to those who have struggled with translation
and the incorporation of new scholarly disciplines from Western civilization,
but in the case of Japan’s acceptance of philosophy, it has not been taken as
seriously. Nishitani acknowledged the complaint and admitted that he felt it
himself:
For those engaged in philosophy…it is extraordinarily dif³cult to step
into a current µowing from the West and express ourselves with only our
given Japanese language. One must not force things on the language,
but at the same time one must be able to make oneself understood, and
this means trying to express ourselves naturally in Japanese by forging a
new language. Really, there is no time to bother writing in a way that the
general Japanese readers can easily understand. To be frank, we feel as if
we are writing for Western intellectuals, but at the same time we want to
take our thought further than Westerners have been able to go. More
important than worrying about whether we are making ourselves understood is breaking through the deadlocks that people over there have
47
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landed themselves in. For the present, I do not see any other way to
forge ahead.49
It is not that Nishitani was generally misunderstood or that his philosophy
took shape only through contact with German philosophy. His graduation
thesis was on “Schelling’s Absolute Idealism and Bergson’s Pure Duration,”
and when the publishing house of Kõbundõ put out the Anthology of Western
Philosophy he was so fond of Bergson and held him in such high esteem that
he personally prepared the section on Bergson. In 1980, when he was already
well up in years, he wrote a lucid and clear précis of Bergson’s major works
for Shunjðsha’s Bibliographical Resumes of Great Philosophers. The readers of
Nishitani’s essays can hardly fail to notice the rich artistic sensibility and
uncommonly strong intuitive insight running through them. On this score he
has much in common with Kobayashi.
Be that as it may, the style of his early essays is dense and dif³cult. I do
not think the analogy of French aesthetics and German philosophy is fair for
contrasting Nishitani with Kobayashi. There is a real delicacy in Nishitani’s
speculations and sensitivities. He took them too seriously to entrust them to
a ³xed vocabulary or style of argument. This is why his expression was so
dense and why he was never a systematizer. Nevertheless, there is no denying
the fact that in the years after the war his style gradually lost its dense quality.
As the years went he matured and in his own way paid more attention to
questions of style. Fine nuances of expression had a strong impact on his
style. In my view, Kobayashi’s criticism took their toll on Nishitani.
To return to their discussion, the topic turned next to artistic discipline and the theories of Zeami, and from there broadened out into a variety
of artistic theories. Kobayashi’s view of the classics as “form” brought him to
the mimetic theory of Noh drama as developed through Zeami’s Transmission of the Flower-Acting Style and Flower Mirror with its stress on learning
by imitating. In response to a question of Suzuki Shigetaka, he admitted that
he agreed with the view of the German historian, Eduard Winkelmann, that
“creation is imitation.”50
It was not easy for Nishitani to enter into this discussion. The basis of
philosophy is thought rooted in inner need, and this does not lend itself to a
viewpoint based on “form.” But even in philosophy, the study of ³gures one
holds in esteem is taken seriously at the introductory stages. Here Nishitani
alludes to the stages of artistic discipline proposed by the Edo-period Omote
Senke tea master Kawakami Fuhaku: keeping, breaking, and leaving (!, &,
?). On this scheme, Nishitani’s study of the forerunners of Western philoso49
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phy and his own teachers Nishida Kitarõ and Tanabe Hajime was the stage of
keeping the form. But even as he was under the inµuence of such great
³gures, he had to pass through a ten-year “period of stringent groping”51 in
response to his own interior needs. This was his period of breaking the form.
His writings on Nietzsche’s Zarathustra and on Meister Eckhart were a voyage of self-discovery, bringing him to the stage of leaving the form. He had
already passed through these three stages at the time of preparing his paper
for the symposium. His standpoint of “subjective nothingness” may be called
his attempt to “overcome modernity.” But this was not a ³nal resting place
for Nishitani, as his later writings attest. Again and again he broke through
the forms he made for himself in a continual cycle of breaking-and-leaving,
until at last he came to a fourth stage, his great departure: the world of
“emptiness.”
In comparing Nishitani and Kobayashi, we see how these two ³gures of
the Shõwa intellectual history, each faithful to the demands of his own interiority, experimented with bringing a “religious praxis” (@‘, @Š) formed in
the intellectual history of Japan into contact with the civilization of Western
Europe. On the one side we have Kobayashi, brushing aside the idea that the
overcoming of modernity meant only the overcoming of Western modernity,
that there was no Japanese modernity to overcome in Japan, and anchoring
himself instead in a return to the classics and the affective world of Motoori
Norinaga. On the other stands Nishitani, whose concerns revolved about the
problem of nihilism inherited from the modern West, and who tried to overcome the modernity of the West by way of modern Japan from the perspective of “absolute nothingness” that Nishida Kitarõ had opened up. In these
two completely different ideas of transcending the times, we have two models of overcoming modernity.

CONCLUSION

The discussions on “Overcoming Modernity” have rightly been criticized as
disjointed and inconclusive, but this does not mean that they amount to no
more than idle talk. In a variety of ways the participants were able to express
themselves frankly on modern Europe, without which the existence of modern Japan would have been impossible, and their own relationship to Europe
and the West.
No doubt there were major issues that were not touched, but still the
discussions were far more fascinating than the usual sort of simplistic debate
51
Nishitani refers to this in a foreword to his 1940 book Íèíü¿§uò¿ [A philosophy of
elemental subjectivity], NKC 1:3.
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going on in wartime Japan and in many respects they were an outstanding
contribution to the statement of the issues. Given the fact that the discussions were held by specialists from different ³elds, one misses the excitement
of in-depth treatment, but at the same time questions were raised that even
postwar Japan has not been able to resolve. If there were some way to go
back in time, it would surely be worth our while to gather the participants
together for another round.
The views of Shimomura Toratarõ and Nakamura Mitsuo concerning
positive evaluation of the modern West and its culture are ³rst-rate and hold
up well today against the test of time. Moreover, the papers and comments
concerning “culture and creativity”—the contributions of Moroi Saburõ,
Nishitani Keiji, and Kobayashi Hideo in particular—on the whole have lost
none of their appeal and continue to pose challenging and as yet unanswered
questions. There is still much in them that merits reviving today.
Not a few commentators have expressed regrets that Shimomura’s questions regarding scienti³c-technological culture in the modern and contemporary world were not adequately pursued. This may be the biggest failure of
the discussions. This, and the related problem of “science and religion” touch
on the foundations of contemporary civilization, and one wishes that
Shimomura and Nishitani had had a chance to lock horns on this question
the way Kobayashi and Nishitani did.
The presentation of Kamei Katsuichirõ, though infamous for its concluding remarks, ranks with Nakamura’s as a splendid critique of the intellectual conditions in wartime Japan, as does Miyoshi Tatsuji’s critique of the
timeserving opportunism of Japan’s classical scholars. Not even their support
of the war effort should be allowed to eclipse their contributions.
A concluding word is in order about the place of the Kyoto school in
these discussions. In the case of Suzuki Shigetaka, the paper he delivered at
the symposium and subsequently withdrew from publication shows his skills
as a historian. All but a few of the participants lacked the capacity to take it up
and develop it further in discussion. Although Suzuki ³elded the questions of
the others well, his special quality does not shine through in these discussions
the way it did in the Chðõkõron discussions on “The World-Historical
Standpoint and Japan.”
That having been said, Suzuki’s remarks on America stand out from what
the others had to say, as evidenced in the following passage:
In present-day Japan, most people are used to thinking in terms of a simple confrontation between the world of the colored races and the world
of the white race. But America is not an extension of Europe. It is giving
shape to a unique world all its own, which means that the white world is
becoming two….This seems to me a world-historical problem of
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immense proportions. In traditional, European-centered Western culture, America seemed no more than a colony at the edge of the world.
But when we look at things from the context of world history, it takes on
a new meaning.52
Suzuki further chided European and Japanese intellectuals for taking the idea
of “Americanism” lightly. He stressed the need not to forget the two faces of
“Americanism”: on the one hand, the µow of capital, mass production, and
movies that have had such an important inµuence on Japan; and on the
other, the “puritan spirit” that rejects modernism and introduces prohibition.
Suzuki, though a specialist in Western medieval studies who had never
been to the United States himself, has a knack for getting at the heart of
things. For example, taking off from Tsumura Hideo’s view that both
American democracy and its material, mechanized civilization are “egalitarian
movements,” Suzuki adds that the distinctive thing about America is not its
ideal of equality, but the high level to which it has been able to raise the standard of equality.53 From our present-day vantage point of developments in
research during and after the war and of a greater knowledge of America in
general, Suzuki’s views of America are hardly adequate, but as someone who
tried to free world history from its Europe-centeredness and see it as world
history, his perspective was a relative rarity in his own day. Of course Japan
had top scholars of America at the time (Takagi Yashaku, for example), but
the general view of America among the intelligentsia was shallow and their
insight feeble. Suzuki’s knowledge may not have been rich, but his instincts
were solid.
As for Nishitani, it is worth noting that among the participants who recognized the importance of “tradition,” he was the only one who considered
Japanese culture not only as something Japanese but also as containing elements from the East. No doubt the practice of Zen helped to broaden his
horizon. In matters touching on the West, Nishitani was well versed not only
in the modern West but also in Greek and medieval thinkers, and it was from
this global perspective (though at the time he had not yet broadened it far
enough to include America) that he took up the question of the self. On this
point, Nishitani inherited from the Kyoto school, beginning with Nishida,
the problem of transforming the essence of Eastern thought through the
encounter with European ideas into something accessible to all of humanity.
Of all the symposium participants, Nishitani stands out as the one who spoke
most con³dently and forcefully of the value of “tradition.”
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There is no denying the fact that Nishitani was a nationalist and that he
supported the war. Still, we cannot leave the fact that he was a universalist out
of the picture. As I mentioned earlier, 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.”
When he alludes to a spontaneous harmony (d§) between Mah„y„na
Buddhism and the Shinto idea of the “clear, bright heart” (²g ), it is not
the exclusivist State Shinto centered on Hirata Shinto he refers to, but rather
the medieval Ise Shinto of Kitabatake Chikafusa, which stressed a purity of
“heart” that included Confucian and Buddhist teaching, and was held to be
innate to ancient Shinto. Nishitani emphasizes the universal and global character latent in popular Shinto and insists on the need to “awaken to the global
aspect that the Way of the Gods has possessed from the beginning.”54 The
mere fact that he refers to Shinto hardly makes him a nationalist.
The major dif³culty with Nishitani’s ideas in the discussion lie in the
range of ef³cacy he assigned to the idea of “subjective nothingness.” I have
no quarrel with the idea as a philosophy of individual human existence;
indeed, I ³nd it admirable. The problem is whether it can be extended to all
aspects of human and societal existence. However one brings the marvelous
intellectual and religious traditions formed in the East and the West into relation, is this not something to be carried out in the forum of humanity? Is not
our task to cooperate intellectually on a scale that includes all humanity?
[TRANSLATED BY JAMES W. HEISIG]
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STROKE FELLS KIYOHARA TANAKA, 87
EX-LEFTIST, RIGHTIST LEADER DIES.

Tanaka…joined the JCP in 1927 while a student in the aesthetics
department of the Imperial University of Tokyo. In July 1930, he was
arrested for leading the armed May Day struggle. While in jail, his mother, after voicing an apology to the Emperor and society over her son’s
activities, committed hara-kiri. Having learned of her suicide, Tanaka
renounced communism while still behind bars. In 1941, he was released
through an amnesty. He then went through spiritual training at a Zen
temple and acquired what he termed the concepts of “becoming one
with the emperor” and “absolute nothingness without left, right, or center.” (Japan Times, December 12, 1993)

A

S ONE OF THOSE WHO has a certain stake in the fortunes of the Kyoto
school, I am not unaware of the accusations raised against its philosophers of complicity in Japan’s nationalism and its military adventures
during the ³rst half of the Shõwa period.1 The dif³culty is knowing just how
to deal with such claims. On the one hand, academic honesty seems to
require that those of us who have been in some measure instrumental in
1
It may be signi³cant that the problem of the nationalism of the Kyoto school has been
taken up not only in America, which until now has shown by far the strongest interest in Kyoto
philosophy, but even in the French-speaking, Spanish-speaking, and German-speaking worlds. In
French, there are Nishida Kitarõ, La culture japonaise en question (Õûk5u“Û), translated and
introduced by Pierre Lavelle (Cergy: Publications orientalistes de France, 1991); Bernard
Stevens, “Sur la spéci³cité philosophique du Japon,” Revue philosophique de Louvain 91 (1993):
275–95; and Bernard Stevens, “En guise d’introduction: une présentation de l’Ecole de Kyôto,”
Etudes Phénoménologiques 9 (1993): 7–62. In Spanish we have Agustín Jacinto Z., “La derecha
en la escuela de Kioto,” Avances de Investicagión 1/4 (Colegio de Michoacán, 1992): 1–110.
And in German, I know of one strong criticism: Ruth Kambartel, “Religion als Hilfsmittel für die
Rechtfertigung einer totalitären Staatsideologie in Nishitani Keijis Sekaikan to kokkakan,”
Japanstudien 1 (1989): 71–88.
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introducing their thought to a wider audience outside Japan should face the
question squarely. On the other hand, the long years of personal involvement seem to compromise our judgment from the start. I confess that rarely,
if ever, have I undertaken a scholarly task that has cost me as much soulsearching as this one has. I beg the reader to indulge my personal comments
as I ³nd my way into the principal subject matter of this essay.

THE SCOPE OF THE QUESTION

In my study of the Kyoto school I have tended to pass over the political
dimension as “just one of those things” that one is vaguely aware of but that
somehow distracts from the main point—in my case, the encounter of
Buddhism and Christianity. Did the current brouhaha awaken me to a culpable blindness, like someone shaken by the feminist movement into realizing
longstanding habits of male chauvinism? Have I been wrong all along not to
recognize the connections between the “nationalistic stance” of the Kyoto
philosophers and their religious thought?
The Broader Context
Only after I had been invited to write on these questions did it dawn on me
how important the question is, ³rst because nationalism in general is a crucial
issue for humanity as a whole, and secondly because the “nationalism” of the
Kyoto philosophers is not simply a question about the past but equally a
question about the present. Recent world events—mainly in Eastern Europe
and Russia, but also in Sri Lanka and elsewhere—have once more illustrated
the explosive force and disastrous effects of nationalism, which Marx seemed
to have considered a thing of the past. These events appear to recon³rm
Arnold Toynbee’s thesis that nationalism, seen as a kind of “collective egoism,” constitutes the greatest danger for humankind. “The sin of pride
becomes mortally dangerous,” he writes, “when it is translated from the singular into the plural, from egoism into what, to coin a word, one might call
‘nos ism’.”2 Toynbee goes on to argue that curbing that collective egoism is
the principal common task of all religions. If we agree with his diagnosis, and
also with Nishitani Keiji’s conviction that only religion can “provide the force
to eradicate the deepest roots of the ‘ego’,”3 the question then becomes: Is
religion after all capable of doing the job on the collective level? Even with
2
Arnold Toynbee, Christianity among the Religions of the World (New York: Scribner’s Sons,
1957), 97.
3
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the aid of the supposedly cool and rational thinking of philosophy, is religion
any match for the social passions of an age?
History seems to tell us that religion has indeed enabled certain rare individuals in time of national crisis to distance themselves from collective, tribal
egoisms. But seldom, if ever, has it been able to prevent the social passions of
a people from µaring up into open warfare. On the contrary, it has more
often provided the rallying cry—Gott mit uns. As Toynbee has it, “we are
always relapsing from the worship of God into the worship of our tribe or of
ourselves.”4 On the whole it is only after the battles had been fought and passions had cooled that religion was able to begin exercising its powers of reconciliation. It is good to keep this in mind when asking whether and to what
degree the Kyoto philosophers kept their distance from the nationalism of
the Shõwa period of crisis as a result of their philosophy (and religion), and
what their teachings might possibly have done to stem the tide of Japanese
nationalism.5
The question also came to seem important to me because its scope
extends beyond a mere “judgment” about the attitude of a group of wartime
philosophers who have since died and should perhaps be allowed to rest in
peace. The accusation raised against the Kyoto philosophers is not that they
were the original instigators of a Japanese nationalism whose practical adventures brought untold suffering to other countries in Asia and was ultimately
catastrophic for Japan itself. To the best of my knowledge, the point of the
criticism is rather that their philosophy did not keep them from being swept
up into the prevailing whirlwind of nationalism, that it did not enable them
to “keep their heads” when people all about them were losing theirs but
rather turned them into accomplices insofar as they provided rationalizations
for that nationalism. It seems to me that the more basic problem is this larger Japanese nationalism,6 rather than any particular philosophical statement of
it, and this at once lifts the critique of the Kyoto school out of the past and
4

A. Toynbee, Christianity among the Religions, 94.
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Writing about the life and character of Pope John Paul II, Peter Hebblethwaite has the following to say: “During World War I, his father heard propaganda lectures from Max Scheler, the
phenomenologist. Scheler claimed the Central Powers were defending Christian civilization
against the godless French, the autocratic Russians and the mercantile Protestant English.” See
“Pope Soldiers on…,” National Catholic Reporter 30/1 (22 October 1993): 10.
6
The importance of the understanding of such a background has been emphasized also in
connection with Heidegger’s Nazism. “What needs to be better comprehended is German intellectuals’ disenchantment [in the early nineteenth century] with Enlightenment principles…. I
think that only by appreciating the lure of anti-Enlightenment thinking…can we begin to make
sense of Heidegger’s conviction that Nazism had an ‘inner truth and greatness’ that could inspire
and transform all Germans.” Alan Paskov, “Heidegger and Nazism,” Philosophy East and West 41
(1991): 526.
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into present history. Time and again one sees signs that the people of Japan,
or at the least its leaders, have not fundamentally broken with nationalism or
repudiated its past effects. One need only think of the massive conspiracy of
silence in school textbooks and elsewhere that enshrouds the foul deeds of
the war, or of the vehement reactions provoked from inµuential ³gures when
a mayor or prime minister dares to speak explicitly of Japan’s guilt. “The
Japanese people consider it a virtue to forget the past, but this becomes a
wrong when it serves the evasion of responsibility.”7
Ienaga Saburõ, who has been waging a solitary war against this state of
affairs for more than thirty years, stands as an important witness in this
regard. Speaking in a recent interview of how the truth was kept from the
people of Japan during the war, he observed:
Many things have now been disclosed to the people. The new democracy
under a Japanese constitution…played a large role in improving the consciousness of the Japanese people. At bottom, however, continuity with
the prewar era has been strong. There has been no true overturning of
the roots of the thinking process that existed before the war. A large
number of people still believe that the war was for the sake of the nation,
or that Japan was driven into a corner and had no other choice. I don’t
know whether they really believe this consciously, but they still believe in
a “Japanese-style spirit,” as in prewar days.8
In this connection, something that Robert Bellah wrote nearly thirty years
ago may still be worth pondering:
The humane and gracious ³gure of Watsuji Tetsurõ would not be problematic for modern Japan were it not for the fact that partly behind the
cloak of just such thinking as his, a profoundly pathological social movement brought Japan near to total disaster. The ideology of that movement [in its explicit version] ….was so deeply repudiated in the post-war
period that it can probably never reappear. But it is of the essence of
Japanese particularism that it exists as a tacit assumption more than as an
explicit ideology.9
If this more general Japanese nationalistic or particularistic trend is
indeed the basic problem, then the question of the nationalism of the Kyoto
school must always be located in this broader context. In other words, the
7
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Ienaga Saburõ, “Teaching War,” in H. T. Cook and T. F. Cook, Japan at War: An Oral
History (New York: The New Press, 1993), 444.
9
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question may be rephrased to read: To what extent did Japanese nationalism
penetrate the philosophy of the Kyoto school?
A Renewal of Reµection
In this way I came to see the need for a renewed reµection on “Japanese
nationalism.” Are the Japanese people particularly nationalistic, and if so, in
what sense? Directed in part by the conclusions of Robert Bellah, whom I
have just cited, I arrived at a number of tentative conclusions which I shall try
to lay out as succinctly as I can.
I believe that nationalist feelings are especially strong in Japan, but I at
once wish to qualify what I understand by the term nationalism. In its
strictest sense, as the word itself suggests, the term refers to a certain relationship to or a disposition towards a “nation-state” whose sovereignty rests
in the people who make it up. In that sense, one can only speak properly of
Japanese nationalism after the Meiji Restoration, and perhaps then only with
reservations. In any case, what I mean by nationalism is something more
basic—perhaps I should say more primitive—that is not bound to the structure of the state as such but can be traced much farther back in Japan’s history. We might call this a “particularism” or a concentration on what Tanabe
meant by ) or “species,” which entails a corresponding belittling of both the
individual and the universal or transcendent. It is a question of the preponderance of the social nexus over the individuals and over the transcendent of
which Nakamura Hajime speaks. One sees here the two elements of which
Bellah speaks: “Correlative with the sense of uniqueness is a strong feeling of
identi³cation which Japanese people feel with their culture.”10 Under culture
I mean to include also race (»â, ancestors) and soil (’, P³), which then, in
historical perspective, allows us to speak of a prevalence of the Shinto ethos
(which, as a “tribal religion,” is particularist) over the Buddhist ethos (which,
as a “historical religion,” is supposed to be centered on a transcendent universal and on the individual). I would then add, as a ³nal quali³cation, that
this Japanese particularism is strongly pervaded by a remarkably µexible
notion of the family that was able to radiate from the center of the “Imperial
Family.” Thus Bellah concludes: “If there was any structural reference at all
[in Japanese particularism] it was not to the nation but rather…to the imperial dynasty.”11
The next question is unavoidable: why should the Japanese people be
more nationalistic than most other peoples? Although it is hard to ³nd a really
satisfactory explanation, it is not an entirely unintelligible phenomenon. As
10
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for why it should be so dif³cult to explain, this is at least in part due to the
mystery of how, despite the successful implantation and centuries-long presence of a historical religion, Shinto and its ethos as a tribal religion should
have survived for so many centuries. In looking for factors that help us to
understand, one thinks ³rst of the term shimaguni (S³, island country),
which Japanese even today point to as a distinguishing trait. But more cogent
than geographical circumstance are the historical conditions that come into
play. Af³rmations of the particularity (or superiority) of the group to which
one belongs are, after all, a way of satisfying the psychological need for selfrespect and defending one’s identity against what are perceived as outside
threats. Throughout its history Japan seems to have felt the menace of outside forces overshadowing it or threatening to absorb it. The greatest and
most enduring intimidation lay of course in China, to which Japan owes most
of the elements of its culture. In order to strengthen its self-identity and
reaf³rm its yamato-damash‡ (ØÉÓ), Japan needed a number of long periods
of seclusion during which it closed its doors to Chinese inµuence.
The introduction of Buddhism into the picture further compounds the
mystery. Although received by Japan as part of the Chinese cultural package,
Buddhism never lost the vestiges of its birth in India. In the Buddhist scheme
of things, Japan is a latecomer, a small backwater off the mainstream of religious history. Judging from Japanese literature, especially its Buddhist literature, this consciousness must have been very strong among the ancient
Japanese. Indeed, the survival of Shinto may have something to do with a
rebellion against this self-image.
When we come to modern times, especially since the end of feudalism in
Japan, Western culture with its technical and military superiority replaces
China as the force that keeps Japan in a position of inferiority and makes its
identity problematic. Forces that had once stood in opposition join together
to form a bulwark against the new threat. Things Chinese and things
Japanese come to be seen together as Eastern culture; Buddhism and Shinto
form the common, native religious front against Christianity, the religion of
the West. Meantime, the need for a particularly Japanese identity within this
larger Eastern identity remains as strong as ever. In the early years of the
Shõwa period, this two-sided problem of Japanese identity reached a high
pitch. As Bellah writes, “The Paci³c War posed for Japan the profoundest
problems of its cultural identity—the relation of Eastern to Western culture
and the relation of the Japanese past to the modern era.”12
All of this, I repeat, is not meant to “explain” Japan’s nationalism. But I
³nd it relevant that each of these ingredients resurfaces in the of³cial nationalistic rhetoric of the war as well as in the writings of the Kyoto school.
12
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Nowhere is this as blatant as in the so-called nihonjinron (Õû^Ç) literature.
I cannot go as far as Robert Sharf when he writes that “Suzuki, like Nishida,
placed his reading of Buddhist history in the interests of the most specious
forms of nihonjinron.”13 But at the same time, there is no denying the fact
that the same preoccupation with Japan’s identity and unicity, albeit on a
higher level of sophistication, pervades the writings of the Kyoto school,
especially in the critical years of the war.
To try to understand nationalism is not, of course, to approve of it. In
healthy doses it may merit the more acceptable labels of “patriotism” or “love
of country,” but an overdose quickly breaks out in the “group egoism” of
which Toynbee spoke. On the one hand, a rational, objective view of the outside world is made impossible; on the other, individual citizens within the
country are made subservient to a greater, national totality.
Assumptions
For my part, I have no wish either to play the devil’s advocate or to lend my
voice to a simple apologia pro schola kyotoense. On this latter point, I begin by
conceding at least the following two points.
First, the Kyoto philosophers did not, during the period in question,
keep a philosophical composure but were swept up in the general nationalistic tide, even to the point of making some rather irrational declarations that
they would not have made in calmer circumstances. One thinks particularly,
though not only, of the famous Chðõkõron discussion. On this point, I ³nd a
defense of the Kyoto philosophers in question, like the one offered by
Hanazawa Hidefumi (in the course of an otherwise most instructive essay),
not only unconvincing but counterproductive. I cannot agree with Hanazawa
in dismissing out of hand Ienaga Saburõ’s impression of these conversations
as no more than “the tall talk of drunkards.”14 Here we see a group of intellectuals stumbling about in a kind of euphoric daze, groggy with the excitement of a war and its coming adventures. In their paean for the war effort, no
mention is ever made of the immense suffering it is inµicting. No doubt,
however faint, is raised concerning the rightness of its cause or the certain
victory that awaits Japan. No one bothers to question the right of one people
to judge itself superior and destined to dominate the East Asian sphere. What
kind of a detour must conscience make to go along with Nishitani’s plea to
make other Eastern high-quality peoples into “half-Japanese,”15 or the musings by the participants about the destiny of the Korean people, capped off by
13
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Kõsaka’s declaration that “by becoming Japanese in a broad sense, the true
historicity of the Koreans will come to life”?16 Had they bothered soberly to
consult their own philosophies, surely these men would have spoken differently. To be sure, their high erudition is everywhere in evidence; and to be
fair, many of the points they make are well taken and, in hindsight, even look
at times prophetic. I refer, for instance, to Nishitani’s wish that “all-out war”
be seen as transcending wartime and peacetime: “Seen as the energy to ³ght,
military strength transcends the traditional, narrow understanding of ‘³ghting’ and continues into the so-called ‘postwar’ period.”17 Given the current
world situation, it is hard to deny that, after all, the ³ghting spirit of the
Japanese in the postwar period did in a sense make them the “real winners of
the war.”
A comment of Himi Kiyoshi seems to suggest, however, that the
Chðõkõron discussions are not the only case in point. Noting that one might
have expected the “rationalist” Tanabe to see through the of³cial emperor
ideology, Himi notes:
In fact, Tanabe did not remain free from the spell of the dominating ideology of modern Japan…. Thus, because of subjective limitations, he
sacri³ced his rationalist thought to the af³rmation and praise of the
Japanese state.18
A second point I wish to concede from the start is that the attitude and
writings of the Kyoto philosophers during the critical period were on the
whole supportive of national policies in general and of the war effort in particular. It is true that they distanced themselves from certain of the excesses of
the totalitarian nationalism and warned of the dangers, thus incurring the
wrath of extremist factions (especially among the ground forces). In contrast
to the irrationalistic tenor that pervaded the of³cial ideology, they advocated
clear reasoning; in opposition to an exclusive focus on the Japanese state, they
insisted on the need for individual creativity and a global, world-historical
outlook; against the absoluteness of state Shinto, they upheld the importance
of the Buddhist contribution. Moreover, it seems that some of the Kyoto
philosophers collaborated with political forces aimed at moderating some of
the excesses of the war policy. Still, one must say that by and large their ideas
and pronouncements were suf³ciently in line with the national polity to have
wrought a reassuring effect on intellectuals too sophisticated to swallow the
16
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raw form in which the war ideology was being rationed out, and to have
offered students an honorable cause for which to die ³ghting.
In making these concessions I do not, however, mean to offer them as
evidence on which to assess the personal integrity of the Kyoto philosophers
or from which to apportion guilt. I ³nd myself unable to detect in them any
sign of clear duplicity—speaking directly against their better judgment—or
opportunism or cowardice. Subjectively, we can say no more than that they
served their country in the state it was in, as loyal subjects (and for those at
imperial universities, as employees).
In this respect, their attitude after the end of the war is telling. Nishida
did not himself outlive the war, of course. Those who did, such as Nishitani
and Kõyama, never made a public apology for their wartime activities.
Indeed, Kõyama insisted that what he did during the war, and especially his
collaboration with the navy, was done “on the basis of deep reµection and
resolve, and my evident duty as an intellectual employed by a state university.”19 Once the war was over, Tanabe began to talk openly and at length of
the need for metanoia, and in that sense seemed to have acknowledged guilt
both personal and collective. I say “seemed to,” because in all honesty I cannot pin down for myself just what those ideas meant in the concrete. Was his
metanoetics basically anything more than an expression of the shock brought
about by direct encounter with the fallibility and gullibility of human reason?
I have a dif³cult time reading much more into even his clearest admission of
“guilt”:
All my teachings on this matter [the state and its relationship to religion]
have failed to be really concrete, and it cannot be denied that, because of
their abstractness, they have given rise to the trend of the absoluteness of
the state …. I cannot gainsay that they contained the possibility of being
used as a rationale for a particular state [policy].20
As for Watsuji, Bellah argues that he may not have made any clear apology but that his views on Japanese history certainly underwent a great
change.21 Nishitani, on the other hand, is something of an enigma. Are we to
conclude from his silence that Nishitani never retracted his wartime ideas? Or
perhaps that he simply left behind the “extravagancies” of his youth as a matter of course, but, rather than publicly alter his basic ideas about the state,
preferred to avoid the question and devote himself more exclusively to meta19
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physics and religion, at least after 1952? If so, James Heisig’s remark may be
to the point:
The irony is that, in a sense, the failure of Japan’s nationalistic aims was
a victory for the true aims of the Kyoto philosophers, calling them less to
a laundering of their image than to a return to their fundamental inspirations.22
To sum up, then, I am suggesting that the judgment that is ours to make
is not on the Kyoto philosophers as persons—whether they were nationalists
or not—but only on the relationship of their philosophy to nationalism. This
brings me to the principal query of this essay: Is Kyoto philosophy as such
instrinsically nationalistic?

IS KYOTO PHILOSOPHY INTRINSICALLY NATIONALISTIC?

On the basis of my preliminary remarks, I would like now to draw the question closer to home. It is not merely a question of the nationalism that may or
may not be present in the Kyoto philosophers, but also of what remains of it
in our own attempts to work with the legacy of their ideas. In this sense, the
nature of the investigation shifts from witch hunt to exorcism, from autopsy
to disinfection.
Harking back to the ³rst lessons I learned in philosophy, that half the
answer lies in understanding the question, I would like to try to tease out
various possible meanings to the statement, “Kyoto philosophy is nationalistic” and only then try to re³ne an answer.
I suggest we begin by eliminating a reading of the phrase as an instance
of a general rule that all philosophy (and for that matter, all religion) is in
part ideological and therefore bears within it covert agenda and hidden loyalties to nation, sect, class, gender, and so forth. Surely this kind of blanket
condemnation is unsuitable as a working norm.
22
James Heisig, “The Religious Philosophy of the Kyoto School,” RPTH, 15. In several
essays written between 1946 and 1952 Nishitani expressed views on political questions, on the
war, and on the “narrow nationalism” at work in it. In these essays he generally takes an objective point of view, without the slightest reference to the role he himself may have played in the
course of events. To the best of my knowledge, there are only two exceptions to this. In a private
memorandum originally composed around 1946 but published for the ³rst time in 1987 as an
afterword to the reissue of View of the World, View of the Nation (1941) as volume 4 of his
Collected Writings, Nishitani defends the soundness of his intentions. And in direct response to
an attack by Ichikawa Hakugen aimed mainly at Nishitani’s pronouncements in the Chðõkõron
discussions, he de³nes the nature of his “collaboration in the war” and defends it as right. See
ÀÅrkImuçÇ [Another argument on self-defense], _îNÇ (1 May 1952): 21–32. After
that, again as far as I have been able to determine, there is only silence.
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In the ³rst place, then, we have the strongest, most direct reading of the
statement: that nationalism is the fundamental inspiration of a particular
thought system. In other words, abstracting from its nationalism, there is no
system left. I have never read Hitler’s Mein Kampf myself, but I imagine that
it would qualify for just such a judgment.
Secondly, the phrase may be taken to mean that nationalism, while not
the fundamental inspiration of the thought system, is one of its main determinants. In this case, the nationalistic element must be taken fully into consideration by anyone who wants to understand the system as such. It may be
possible to pry the nationalistic elements loose from the philosophy as a
whole without serious loss of content and meaning, but even so the possibility of a subtler, undetected taint can never be discounted.
A third reading of the statement is that nationalistic elements are to be
found in at least some of the texts in question, but are judged out of line with
the thought as a whole, a mere accretion at the periphery or a temporary
deviation from its principal aims. There are two possibilities here. On the one
hand, nationalistic accretions could be considered a pure and simple betrayal
of everything the philosopher’s thought stands for, products of a temporary
myopia or stress.23 While absolving the philosophical system of all blame, this
reading tends to cast a dark shadow on the personal integrity of the philosopher in question. On the other hand, nationalistic accretions could be judged
secondary, adventitious elements that might have been prompted by unusual
historical circumstances but that nevertheless are linked organically to the
philosophical system. In this case one looks to the deeper layers of the
thought either for a positive propensity to nationalism or for the absence of
suf³cient defense against the onslaught of nationalistic ideas.
As soon as one tries to lay this schema on the history of the Kyoto
school, the luxury of logical distinctions soon becomes an inconvenience. For
one thing, not all the philosophers associated with the school can be placed in
the same slot. For another, not all these thinkers maintained a consistent
position during the period in question. In view of the diverse ways in which
each of them developed, in greater or lesser proximity to Nishida, the origi23
Since the disclosure of Heidegger’s rather close and long-standing links with Nazism
appears to lie at the bottom of the accusations against the Kyoto school in the West, the following observations may be especially relevant here: “When I was a young graduate student in the
’60s…, I was told that Heidegger’s involvement with the Nazis was an unfortunate, short-lived
dalliance. It was to be understood as the outcome of political naiveté, a momentary lapse not to
be held against this great thinker.” And: “Farias’ book [Heidegger and Nazism, 1989] raises a
single overwhelming question—one that cries out for an answer: Is there anything in
Heidegger’s philosophy that would have made his involvement with the Nazis impossible? The
answer, tragically, is no….” Joseph Grange, “Heidegger as Nazi—A Postmodern Scandal,”
Philosophy East and West 41 (1991): 515–16.
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nal inspiration of what we are calling “Kyoto philosophy,” we have no choice
but to take each case individually or at least divide them into groups, in order
to shade their several assocations with “nationalism.” Clearly this is a task too
large for a single essay—and in any case, too demanding for my own
resources. I will therefore limit my remarks to the trunk-line thinkers of the
Kyoto school, who also happen to be best known outside of Japan: Nishida
Kitarõ, Tanabe Hajime, and Nishitani Keiji. I shall furthermore begin with
the presupposition that some meaning of the term nationalistic can be
applied to these scholars, and shall assume—until evidence to the contrary
persuades me otherwise—that each shared the same kind of nationalism.
The ³rst question is whether the thinking of Nishida, Tanabe, and
Nishitani can be called nationalistic in the ³rst and strongest sense. I submit
that it cannot, since the central preoccupations of these thinkers, the fundamental inspiration of their philosophy, do not belong to the social, political,
or even ethical realms but rather to the “transcendent,” metaphysical, religious, and in some sense therefore to the aesthetic realm. Theirs is not a philosophy of “objective spirit” but of “Absoluter Geist.”
This is clear enough for Nishida himself, who came to questions of the
state only late in his career. The same holds true for Nishitani, though I qualify this by noting that in the critical period of Japan’s military adventures,
much of his thinking turned around history and the state. I do not agree with
R. Kambartel, who sees in Nishitani’s 1941 book View of the World, View of
the Nation a pure ideology of the state:
…In the end, what is developed in this book is not philosophy of religion but ideology of the state: Nishitani here uses his philosophy of religion ….for the promotion and justi³cation of a totalitarian usurpation
of the individual by the state, of a total sacri³ce of the individual to the
state.24
Moreover, I believe we can say of Tanabe as well that, notwithstanding his
valiant efforts to bring his thinking down to earth by shifting the focus to
“species” or “objective spirit,” his primary concerns were far from sociopolitical. At the same time, given the importance of the state this implied,
Tanabe may have been more vulnerable to nationalistic temptations than
Nishida and Nishitani were. In a different context, Nishitani substantially
makes the same point:
Indeed it is my impression that a close examination of the points of
Nishida’s philosophy that Tanabe criticized reveals that Nishida’s views
24
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often are surprisingly similar to Tanabe’s own. In particular their philosophies share a distinctive and common basis that sets them apart from traditional Western philosophy: absolute nothingness.25
Having made this claim of Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani, however, I do not
assume that this is true across the spectrum of Kyoto-school philosophers.
For example, despite his frequent use of Nishida’s basic terms, Watsuji’s
thinking focused directly on the ethical realm and the social nexus in a way
that is absent in Nishida. Or again, Kõyama, Kõsaka, and Suzuki Shigetaka,
whose prime interest seems to have been the philosophy of history, belong to
a different branch.
The second step in our inquiry is rather more delicate. If the three trunkline thinkers of the Kyoto school are not nationalistic ideologues in the
strong sense of the term, how shall we classify the nationalistic elements they
contain? The further I have delved into this question, the clearer it has
become to me that the nationalistic-sounding pronouncements26 of Nishida,
Tanabe, and Nishitani are not simply turns of phrase or idle thoughts without
any organic link to the body of their philosophical thinking. I therefore
answer the title question of this essay in the af³rmative. Kyoto philosophy is
intrinsically nationalistic. The problem for me is rather with the nature of
the intrinsicality. Was it strong enough to be one of the major inspirations or
determining elements in Kyoto philosophy, or was it merely an adventitious
and secondary element in it?
The question does not limit itself to whether or not certain declarations
by the Kyoto philosophers made during a time of high crisis must be called
nationalist or not, but rather extends into a question about the nature of the
Kyoto philosophy per se as a historical endeavor. I realize that I am not
quali³ed on my own to answer the question, and that even to try would take
me well a³eld of the material I have gathered for the present essay. I content
myself therefore with a summary presentation of why academic honesty compels me to ³nd Kyoto philosophy “intrinsically nationalistic.”
Engaged Philosophizing
In my view, it was one of the principal virtues of Kyoto philosophy that made
it most vulnerable to nationalism. In other words, the very point that makes
this philosophy most interesting and worth studying for the Western scholar
25

NK, 161.

26

It seems that it is the nationalist talks and writings of the Kyoto philosophers, and almost
never their activities, that are brought into question. This contrasts with the case of Heidegger,
in whose writings it is hard to discover pronouncements that come near to Nazi tenets, but
whose Nazi activities seem by now well documented.
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is the point of its strongest af³nity to the nationalistic agenda. That is, the
Kyoto-school thinkers, as distinct from the purely historical approach pursued at most Japanese faculties of (Western) philosophy, aimed at an
“authentic” or “existential” philosophizing. Theirs was a philosophy born of
reµection on human existence in the concrete, which included both the general and particular historical, religious, and cultural background as well as
individual experience and circumstances.
I mentioned earlier that the fundamental inspiration of the central Kyoto
philosophers was metaphysical and religious. I would add that therefore—
especially from their Buddhist perspective—their central concern was not
with the state but with the individual and its authentic existence, with what
they call the “true self.” Like most Japanese scholarship since the Meiji
Restoration, the Kyoto philosophers cultivated a voracious appetite for
Western materials. But as philosophers of a country that had become the
crossroads of Eastern and Western cultures, and was consequently threatened
with a loss of identity in the face of the imposing Western presence, their very
openness to Western ideas required the counterbalance of their own heritage.
By engaging in philosophy from the standpoint of a particular Eastern tradition, they were able to see Western ideas and systems with new eyes, to detect
many shortcomings that had escaped the Western keepers of the philosophical tradition. What is clear to us today is that this new eye was not entirely
innocent, but in part—perhaps inevitably—predisposed to defend the identity and glories of Eastern culture, especially in its Japanese forms.
In this connection, I have often been struck (and have said this on a
number of occasions) by a certain strain of ambiguity in the writings of
Nishitani Keiji, the Kyoto philosopher with whom I am most familiar. In
general, his formulations seem to go like this: both Eastern and Western cultures, nothingness and being, Buddhism and Christianity, have their
strengths and weaknesses; both are part of our present problems and neither
suf³ces by itself to lead us into the future; therefore, a higher synthesis of the
two is needed. At the same time, Nishitani often intimates that this higher
synthesis is, in fact, already present, whether only in principle or already in
embryo, in Eastern culture. At times he suggests that while Japan is part of
the problem, it already has a solution at hand in its own tradition.
This tendency is not restricted to Nishitani alone. In Nishida’s lecture to
the Emperor of 23 January 1941, he argued that the nation-state that present-day history requires must be a synthesis that takes up into itself totalism
(6¿ü–) and individualism. He then goes on to say:
In the history of our country, the whole does not stand in opposition to
the individuals, nor the individuals to the whole, but the whole and the
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individuals have known a lively development while mutually negating
one another with the imperial family as their center.27
Tanabe’s “logic of species,” as Himi Kiyoshi points out, contains a comparable ambiguity. Although ostensibly writing a general philosophy of the
state, Tanabe had only the current Japanese state in mind. In this way he
conµated the ideal state and the actual state of Japan. His reference to the
ideal state as an “avatar-existence of the Absolute” or an “absolute relative”
in fact glori³ed the warring Japanese state of his own day.28
As for Nishitani, long ago and in a context completely unrelated to questions of nationalism, I wrote the following:
It is Nishitani’s conviction that Japanese traditional culture, and especially its Mah„y„na Buddhist component, carries the necessary elements
for a solution of the modern problems not only of Japanese society, but
also of Western culture.29
A few examples may help to illustrate the point. In taking up the problem of
religion and science, Nishitani argues that traditional religions have yet to
tackle this problem seriously. “I am convinced,” he adds, “that the basis for
overcoming this dif³culty has long since been laid in Buddhism.”30 In
Religion and Nothingness, one ³nds a similar line of argument. After a rather
sweeping statement to the effect that “up until now, religions have…put the
emphasis exclusively on the aspect of life,” he at once discloses the missing
aspect of death in Buddhism.31 Or again, in more direct relation to Japanese
culture as such, we ³nd remarks like the following:
There is no turning back to the way things were. What is past is dead
and gone, only to be repudiated or subjected to radical criticism. The
tradition must be rediscovered from the ultimate point where it is
grasped as containing in advance “the end” or eschaton of our westernization and of Western civilization itself.32
27
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The clearest example, and one that applies to all three philosophers with
only minor differences of emphasis, is the notion of absolute nothingness.
The idea is fraught with ambiguity from the start. On the one hand, it is presented as transcending (Western) being and (Eastern) nothingness. On the
other, it is located in the Eastern tradition, most clearly in the form of
Buddhist emptiness, which sometimes merits it the name of “Oriental nothingness” (Xáí[). It is on this point that David Dilworth has accused
Nishida of “regionalism” in his reasoning, of “an ambiguous mixture of
metaphysical pronouncements and cultural-regional underpinning,” and “an
appeal to a privileged and unique experience, based on a special historical and
geographical standpoint.”
Such a mixture is present in the term “Oriental Nothingness,” which we
encounter frequently in the works of Nishida and his disciples. This concept becomes the basis for an apologetic and exclusivist attitude—an attitude which may be interesting in its own context, but is misplaced on
the level of philosophical discourse.33
A variation of the same tendency appears in the presentation of Japanese
Buddhism, especially the “New Buddhism” of the Kamakura Era, as the
zenith of perfection of Mah„y„na Buddhism, and, at the same time, in the
identi³cation of Mah„y„na Buddhism (especially Zen) with the “true spirit”
of Japan and its religiosity or “spirituality.” The suspicion that this is merely
a covert way of elevating Japanese particularity to a higher, more universal
status is irrepressible. Examples of this kind of statement are legion, but I
limit myself to a few:
Present-day Buddhists have forgotten such a true meaning of the Mah„y„na (Great Vehicle). Eastern culture must arise again from such a standpoint. It must contribute a new light to world culture. As the
self-determination of the absolute present, the national polity (kokutai)
of Japan is a norm of historical action in such a perspective. The abovementioned true spirit of the Mah„y„na is in the East preserved today only
in Japan.34
I think that Japanese Buddhism, Japanized as it is by Japanese polity
(kokutai) thought, contains in itself the spirit needed to carry on the creation of a new age…. In this sense the principle for the building of the
33
David Dilworth, »,u„`rPWšGoí¦$ü– [Regionalism in the thought of Nishida],
7` 536 (January 1978), 97–8.
34
Nishida Kitarõ, “Towards a Philosophy of Religion with the Concept of Pre-established
Harmony as Guide,” The Eastern Buddhist 3/1 (1970): 36. Nishida wrote this text in 1944,
about a year before his death.
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new age shows up within the spirit of Japanized Mah„y„na Buddhism. In
this way we recognize the great signi³cance for world history of the
building up of East Asia under Japanese leadership.35
As for Nishitani, a clear and elaborate example can be found in the fourth
chapter of his View of the World, View of the Nation. There, he distinguishes
Eastern intellect from its Western counterpart, and ³nds the difference to lie
in the absence of any separation in the East between worldview and (religious) practice. Nishitani sees this Eastern intellect as having reached its culmination in Japan, which naturally leads to a simpli³cation that permits it to
pervade the daily life of the people as an ethos. This ethos is visible in Shinto’s
“way of the Gods” („PuŠ), but even more so in Kamakura Buddhism.36
Among the philosophers of the Kyoto school, I have the impression that
this line of reasoning is strongest in D. T. Suzuki, though Watsuji may also
join him here:
In Ethics as the Science of Man (1931) and the ³rst volume of Ethics
(1937), Watsuji developed in detail the dialectical negation of individual
and group in the absolute whole, which is then related to an essentially
Buddhist metaphysical underpinning on the one hand, and the speci³cally Japanese gemeinschaft community and its emperor on the other.37
In view of their existential style of Kyoto-school philosophizing, it is not
surprising to ³nd more and more attention being given to the “philosophical
position” of the state as Japan found itself in a deepening period of crisis and
as ultranationalism grew stronger. I have already noted what I consider the
inµuence of the general mood of the time on their philosophical thinking.
For the sake of balance, I would only repeat that they never mustered their
writings to the bugle of the ultranationalists or kowtowed to the concrete
political agenda of the of³cial party line.
In this context, it is worth noting that where the idea of the state was
concerned, the Kyoto philosophers did not draw on the philosophers of the
phenomenological school, whose inµuence in other respects was considerable. Klaus Held attributes this to the fact that “in Husserl’s and Heidegger’s
analysis of the human being’s openness to the world, a particularly signi³cant
kind of world was not recognized as world: the political dimension.”38 In
other words, since the leading phenomenologists saw “public life” as just
35
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another instance of the inauthentic existence of das Man, the Kyoto philosophers turned to other sources of a more nationalistic stamp: traditional
Japanese ideas, some twentieth-century theoreticians of the state (mainly
German), and Hegel (who, after all, was thought to have absolutized the
Prussian state). While this argues against any direct link between Heidegger
and the Kyoto philosophers on the idea of the state, it only highlights the
irony of the fact that both sides, each in its own way, betrayed the centrality
of the authentic individual in a state-centered totalitarianism. Again, Held:
Surely it must serve as food for thought that it was precisely Heidegger,
the phenomenologist of authenticity, who could come to think that the
movement led by Hitler would end up as the awakening of an entire people to the epochal authenticity of political life.39
One can hardly resist the thought that the two philosophical systems shared
a common weakness.
Immanent Transcendence
“For Japan, however, the state is not simply objective spirit, but is objective spirit as the expression of the Absolute Spirit.”40
I am persuaded that a calm reading of the texts of the principal Kyoto
philosophers at the height of the critical years of the war will show them to
have been utterly sincere in departing from the of³cial nationalist ideology to
stress the importance of the individual as a creative agent, to urge an international, world-historical outlook, and to relativize the position of state Shinto.
The question is whether this sincerity was solidly anchored in their basic
philosophical ideas or not. Here again, I begin with my own conclusion.
It seems to me that Kyoto philosophy did not in fact contain a suf³ciently critical stance against nationalist tendencies to be able to take a stance
in time of crisis. In saying so, I mean to stress again that establishing links
with nationalism was not a necessary consequence of the ideas of the Kyoto
philosophers, and yet that the bonds that did eventually form are not as surprising, unnatural, or illogical as they perhaps should have been.41 I begin
with two texts that reµect the same conclusion:
We cannot shut our eyes to the fact that in essence Nishida’s philosophy
is intrinsically such that it could not work effectively to restrain the pre39
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war course that led to a militarization of the country, and that eventually
it would end up af³rming and sanctioning the existing situation.42
Yet Watsuji, as he himself was later fully aware, made no effective resistance to the tendencies leading Japan to disaster. Indeed, the position
which he had worked out did not give any basis for individual or social
resistance.43
In digging around for the roots of this lack of power to resist, I ³nd
myself coming back again and again to what I can only call the “Mah„y„na
character” of Kyoto philosophy. I base this judgment on the idea that the
rise of historical religions with a clear concept of transcendence made possible
for the ³rst time the de-absolutization of the tribe and the emergence of the
individual; and that, while original Buddhism posited a clear transcendence in
its idea of nirvana, that clarity was weakened in Mah„y„na by a stress on nirvana-sive-samsara. No doubt the shift made possible great gains for
Buddhism, but I also feel that something momentous was lost or at least
endangered—namely, the refusal to identify the Absolute with anything thisworldly and with it the “absolute” grounding of the individual. Reference
could be made here to the historical fact that “it was the idea right from the
beginning of its transmission to Japan, that Buddhism is the Dharma for the
protection of the state,”44 and the relative ease with which Buddha Law and
King’s Law were joined together and even identi³ed in the Buddhism of
Japan.
Two points are worth recalling here. First, Kyoto philosophy is root and
branch a religious philosophy, which means that it also views the state rather
directly from the standpoint of religion. In this sense it always stands perilously close to sacralizing the state. Second, as a philosophical tradition it
clearly situates itself within the ambit of Far Eastern Mah„y„na with its
“immanent” (and one must add, often ambivalent) transcendence. Taken
together, these two elements account for the tendency, visible in the relevant
works of the Kyoto philosophers, to nudge the state in the direction of the
Absolute—whether as a mediating force or as a concrete embodiment—or
conversely to see the Absolute as immanent in the state. In Tanabe’s later
writings we ³nd an explicit recognition of this:
[Before my metanoia], Nothingness [in my thinking] lacked transcendence. This unavoidably brought about the following consequences: on
42
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the one hand, it usurped the character of the individual as subject, and
for that very reason made its transcendence immanent in and one with
the individual as subject; on the other hand, nothingness became identi³ed with the species-like substratum, and in so doing absolutized the
state.45
Examples of this conµation of the Absolute and the state wherein the
self-negation demanded by (religious) nothingness is conveniently aligned to
the self-negation that the totalitarian state demands of its citizens, are not
hard to ³nd. The statement from Nishitani with which I opened this section
is typical. To prepare the way for my next and ³nal point, however, I prefer to
draw attention to the danger to which the idea of absolute nothingness or
emptiness (including its most current interpretations) all too easily exposes
the individual subject. When emptiness is seen onesidedly as nondual (#Ì)
instead of not-one not-two (#s#Ì), and when it is interpreted as an
“absolute totality” instead of as an in³nite horizon, its absolute negation can
never return to an af³rmation of the individual. This kind of interpretation is
especially clear in Watsuji. For example:
….established betweenness is, in its extreme, an absolute totality in which
self and other are not-two. It is the authentic face one had before one’s
parents were born. In other words, when all is said and done this is the
authenticity out of which we emerge. Moreover, potential betweenness is
ultimately that same absolute totality of the nonduality of self and
other.… And the more close-knit a society is, the stronger does it
[authentic absolute totality] become.46
In such a view, emptiness or absolute nothingness condemns all multiplicity
and otherness as inauthentic and ³nally disposable. What we end up with is
an ontological monism or totalism, which in turn readily leaves itself open to
the support of state absolutism.
Absolute Nothingness and Human Rights
This brings us to one ³nal de³ning mark of Kyoto philosophy that might also
be construed as facilitating nationalism, or at least as eroding the status of the
individual within the state. The point is put succinctly by Kitamori Kazõ:
“Absolute Nothingness makes it impossible in the end to consider the ‘contradictions’ of this world as tragic contradictions; it slants one in the direction
of esthetic contemplation.”47 In other words, the sweeping, all-encompassing
45
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negation of absolute nothingness seems to take away all opposition, all tension and evil. It seems to wipe away every imperfection of actual human life
by proclaiming a higher standpoint from which all such things are seen to be
non-existent or illusory. I do not wish to challenge the value, the incalculable
value, of such a standpoint for religion—provided that it opens a path back to
a heightened awareness of the actual contradictions, beautiful or tragic as
they may be, provided that it elaborate this path in suf³cient detail to constitute a norm for our imperfect attempts at being fully human.
In this regard, one thinks at once of the contradictions between I and
Thou, between individual and state, between good and evil. Did Kyoto philosophy, for example, live up to this ideal in countenancing the contradiction
between the individual and the state? Did they take seriously the centurieslong history of the struggle for the rights of individuals within the state? Did
they even consider such a struggle as truly real and authentic? The evidence
suggests that, at least where Japan was concerned, they were rather inclined
to think of a direct harmony (wa, É) between individual and state, and to
gloss over its tragic elements; and as a result, to look down on imported ideas
of equality, individual freedom, and democracy, and the actual struggles of
real good against real evil of which these ideas speak.48
In a short reµection on ethics in Nishitani’s Religion and Nothingness,”
David Little has looked at the ongoing international battle on behalf of
human rights and asks where one can ³nd a solid basis for that struggle in
Nishitani’s thinking.49 From his own experience in the United Nations, he
points out that historically this struggle has been waged on the basis of a
rather commonsense, Kantian ethic that presupposes “other selves whose
autonomy and integrity ought to be respected and promoted in harmony and
mutuality.” Thus, when he sees Nishitani trying to “radicalize” this Kantian
ethic from the standpoint of emptiness with its negation of the otherness of
the I and Thou,50 he cannot help fearing that the imperfect, but somehow
functioning, normative base has been taken away with nothing to replace it.
Particularly problematic for him is the following passage from Nishitani:
We have to kill the self absolutely…, breaking through the ³eld where
self and other are discriminated from one another and made relative to
one another. The self itself returns to its own home-ground by killing
every “other,” and, consequently, killing itself.51
48

This tendency appears in its strongest form in the Chðõkõron discussions. See, for example,
CK, 349–57.
49

“The Problem of Ethics in Nishitani’s Religion and Nothingness, RPNK, 185.
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RN, 272ff.
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I have to agree with Little when he suggests that Nishitani does not step
down far enough from the lofty heights of emptiness to reach the human
condition in its concrete actuality. “While I understand what Nishitani is saying (the formulations are intelligible in one sense), I do not understand what
they mean for action, and especially for the web of dutiful relations.”52
Nishitani’s texts indeed give the impression—something which, I might add,
he would have ³ercely denied—that he does not particularly care about
imperfect principles and norms being abolished because ideally they well up
spontaneously from that deepest, pure core where the self is one with emptiness.
I also share Little’s discomfort with the sweeping and symmetrical negation of I and Thou in the quoted passage. “Dutiful relations” are not, after
all, focused on the rights of the I (they rather limit them) but on the
“absolute” rights of the Thou, the Other in its irreducible individuality.
Elsewhere Nishitani vents his negative feelings toward all the talk about
“human rights” much more explicitly, stating that they seem to him only to
underline the will and power of the I.53 But why cannot human rights be
seen, as I believe indeed they are seen, as ³rst of all stressing the rights of the
Other?
The symmetrical negation of I and Thou leaves the individual with no
ground to stand on, neither towards other individuals nor vis-à-vis the state.
I further resist the attempt to equate the I-Thou relationship—as Buddhist
theory and Kyoto philosophy both constantly do—with the subject-object
relationship. True individuality can be sustained only in a context where
“otherness” is ³nal and not reducible to any totality, be it history, absolute
nothingness, or (a pantheistic) God. I conclude with two brief citations from
Emmanuel Lévinas, whose writings have recon³rmed me in my convictions:
If it [history] claims to integrate myself and the other within an impersonal spirit, this alleged integration is cruelty and injustice, that is,
ignores the Other.
…the relation with the Other does not have the same status as the
relations given to objectifying thought, where the distinction of terms
also reµects their union. The relation between me and the Other does
not have the structure formal logic ³nds in all relations. The terms
remain absolute despite the relation in which they ³nd themselves.54
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Little, “The Problem of Ethics,” RPNK, 185.
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NKC 17:22–6.
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Emmanuel Lévinas, Totality and In³nity: An Essay on Exteriority, trans. by A. Lingis
(Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1969), 52, 180.
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and the Spirit of Nationalism
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I

N 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.
At the time that Japan’s army was launching the ³rst stages of its ³fteenyear campaign in Asia, Tanabe Hajime, full professor in the Department of
Philosophy at Japan’s prestigious Kyoto Imperial University and designated
successor to Nishida Kitarõ, laid the groundwork of his “logic of the speci³c”
in a series of lectures devoted to social philosophy. By 1934 Tanabe had published his ³rst draft of the idea; and by April of 1937, just three months
before the incident at Marco Polo Bridge that triggered all-out war between
China and Japan, he had published his theory of the racially-uni³ed society as
a speci³c substratum that mediates the relationship between particular individuals and the universal ideals of the human community. Two years later, in
1939, when Japan’s writers and 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.
A small resistance of thinkers, Marxist as well as Christians, were quick to
identify this new “logic” as cut from the same cloth as the rhetoric of the
ultra-nationalist government. Once the war was lost and the government disgraced, the ranks of the critics swelled liberally, and the same ideological fever
that had sent the country blindly to the battle³elds was turned mercilessly
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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.”
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. He called for a complete overhaul of the notion
of philosophy, which had betrayed itself in opting for expedience over truth.
Months later he made an attempt to resurrect his logic of the speci³c, insisting that he had designed the idea for the exact opposite purpose his critics
supposed—namely, to hold back the dark tide of nationalism and put the idea
of the nation in a larger context of moral responsibility.
Today, half a century later, Japan’s intellectual historians have yet to
administer justice on the contradiction between Tanabe and his accusers. As
with the rest of the Kyoto-school philosophers, the image of his philosophical contribution remains a chiaroscuro of fact and ³ction, and may well fade
away into the shadows altogether before the century that saw it come to life
has had a chance to test its genius properly. Meantime, the introduction of
the ideas of Kyoto philosophers to the West, for all the promise it holds out
to the next generation of philosophers, has already begun to echo doubts of
its own. The bearers of the tradition in Japan and their disciples watch bewildered as the moral agenda of the Western intellectual grows to a measure of
con³dence that is no longer as intimidated by claims about the “uniqueness”
of Eastern culture and wisdom as it might have been a decade or more ago.
Against this backdrop, the present essay aims only to bring the contradiction between Tanabe and his accusers into sharper relief by chiseling deep
into the main outlines of the logic of the speci³c and the main complaints
raised against it. I make no apology for the nuance of detail that is lost in the
effort. The text is no more than the hasty record of an early explorer, jotted
down in the hope of aiding the more serious work that remains to be done.
And, as those who are already familiar with the material will realize at once,
the footnotes demonstrate far less than the dignity of their form might suggest, and are hardly suitable justi³cation for the modest batch of intuitions I
shall offer by way of conclusion.

FIVE CRITICS

I would begin by singling out ³ve critics who seem to me to represent the
main lines of criticism leveled against the logic of the speci³c. Only the ³rst of
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them published their remarks during the war. Their arguments are of varying
quality and insight, but I will let them stand by and large without comment.
Nanbara Shigeru
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
smoldering wick of conscience in the Japanese academic world,”1 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
“uniqueness” of the Japanese spirit. Though Nanbara’s is not an especially
sophisticated 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 Tanabe’s ideas of Absolute Nothingness and
absolute dialectic as “marked by the attempt to revitalize the historical content of Eastern culture on the basis of racial self-awareness.” In his engagement of the support of 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.2
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 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 leanings3), but it also does away with the
1
B½XÁ Ienaga Saburõ, ,Œâu„`tíÓÁ—ìmoò¿é [Studies in the history of
Tanabe Hajime’s thought: War and the philosopher] (Tokyo: Hõsei University Press, 1988),
143.
2
Çã ’, Nanbara Shigeru, ³Bo;î [State and religion] in Çã’q6T [Collected writings
of Nanbara Shigeru] (Tokyo: Iwanami, 1972), 1:264–5. Nanbara was drawn to Christianity, in
particular the No-Church movement of Uchimura Kanzõ, who was still more outspoken during
the war years. After the war, Nanbara served a term as president of Tokyo University. An appendix was added to the book for its inclusion in Nanbara’s collected works and an apparently
expurgated phrase restored. See Ienaga, Studies, 142–3.
3
On this point, Furuta has leveled a general accusation against the thinkers of the Kyoto
school. See ò, M Furuta Hikaru, Y2æìm4u„`oò¿ [Thought and philosophy during the
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critical distance between reality and our perceptions of it. For Nanbara,
Kantian dualism was preferable in that it maintained the transcendence 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 dragged still further down. Given the way the idea of the
racial state is thriving today and the religious foundations have weakened, what a broad and profound foundation such an idea offers compared with the Nazi ideal of the totalitarian state!4
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.5
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
Nanbara’s closing plea for saving the true universality of Christianity so that
it can help Japan ³nd its place in the world.6 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
³fteen-year war] in vol. 4 of CÖÕûçl„`t [The history of social thought in modern Japan],
ed. by Furuta Hikaru et al. (Tokyo: Chikuma Shobõ, 1959), 278.
4
State and Religion, 268–9, 274. At the time the original was published, Japan had already
signed a treaty with the Nazis. As Ienaga Saburõ points out, a close reading shows that Nanbara
in fact judiciously avoided an explicit attack on the Nazis (Studies, 143). I use the word race
rather than ethnic nation or some such variant to translate the Japanese WŸ, reckoning that it
better glosses over many of the distinctions we are driven to by our modern sensibilities, which,
for all their importance, are after all by and large anachronistic.
5
6

»ú}¸ Nishitani Keiji, ò¿æC [Philosophical yearbook] 2 (1943): 93–4.

,Œâ6T, THZ 7:366–7. The essay was composed during the war but only published in
1946.
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needs to be submitted to a higher, divine judgment of history.7 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 freedom of thought, indicates
that there was no lasting ill will between them over the public criticism.8
Nanbara’s complaint that Tanabe’s logic had slackened the tension
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 “totalitarianism” of Tanabe’s dialectical method.9 Takizawa Katsumi would later
see this as an abiding µaw in Tanabe’s philosophy, one that weakened the
idea of death-in-resurrection that was central to his metanoetics. Writing in
1972, Takizawa went so far as to intimate that this was why Tanabe’s dialectic and logic of the speci³c had been completely forgotten within ten years
after his death.10
Umehara Takeshi
This brings us to a second line of criticism, which focuses on a certain
abstractness and distance from the real world in Tanabe’s thinking that 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 nothing had happened.
Umehara recalls in retrospect that the Kyoto philosophers ³lled a need
for many of the young students of his generation.11 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 existential
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 students
7
[û¼6 Yamamoto Seisaku, [oßõÃÁ—»,„`uûˆ¤ŒVjm [Nothingness and
process: The development of Nishida’s thought] (Kyoto: Kõrosha, 1987), 122.
8

Cited in Ienaga, Studies, 196, note 13.

Eå@Ì Akizawa Shðji, ,Œò¿o6¿ü– [Tanabe’s thought and totalitarianism]. The article appeared in a special issue of ¿âû [Science magazine] devoted to Tanabe’s philosophy.
9

10
Ýå°L6T [Collected works of Takizawa Katsumi] (Kyoto: Hõzõkan, 1972), 1:456–7,
460, 472. Takizawa’s several essays on Tanabe deserve a closer reading than I have been able to
give them.
11
?ã { Umehara Takeshi, Ù@¿$ouHÍ•t—ú‚˜oò¿ [A personal history of dealings with the Kyoto school: Tempura and philosophy], „`u¿ [The science of thought] 8
(1959): 31–8. The essay centers on remarks supporting the war made by the four principals of
the Chðõkõron discussions: Kõyama Iwao, Kõsaka Masaaki, Suzuki Shigetaka, and Nishitani Keiji.
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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.12
Umehara places himself among the philosophy students of the time who
knew too much of modern thought to be taken in by the of³cial imperialist
philosophy13 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 credibility to what their principle 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.14
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 philosophy—
until an edict from the American Occupation 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 correct or
advance their philosophy was based on the assumption of continuity with
their absolute dialectic. Umehara, on whom much of Tanabe’s subtlety was
admittedly lost, describes the ruling position as a barren middle ground
between existentialism and Marxism that forfeits the very elements it is trying
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 without concrete actuality. Thus existential philosophy must be
mediated negatively by society. At the same time, Marxism is a standpoint centered on society and fails adequately to generate 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.
12
¢[RC Kõyama Iwao recalls the weakness philosophy teachers like himself felt in trying to
face their students in class after the attack on Manchuria. See the preface to his ›ƒtuò¿
[Philosophy of world history] (Tokyo: Iwanami, 1942).
13
This yŠò¿ is associated with ³gures like wr±Ë Kihira Tadayoshi and Ä{…‚=
Kanokogi Kazunobu.
14
Umehara’s conclusion that “Nishitani was a believer in the myth of the emperor’s divinity”
(34) squares clumsily with the claim that Umehara himself was taken in by the ideology and yet
was too sophisticated to swallow the idea of the emperor’s centrality.
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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, was not in the end metanoia enough to
persuade Umehara otherwise.
Yamada Munemutsu
A third line of criticism, and the most severe, comes from the Marxist quarter, where the clash of ideologies is at its rudest and most inµexible. If the
dialectic of absolute mediation gradually became a kind of tacit assumption
for Tanabe, the socialist idea of critique of the state-individual relationship
through an analysis of class struggle and control of the means of production
was equally so for Japan’s Marxists. But there is more at work here than a
simple disagreement over principles. Tanabe had attempted a rather feeble
critique of socialist philosophy which failed to convince the Marxists but
which 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 Munemutsu 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, enabling him 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.15
In his book-length critique, however, Yamada does not take his own point
seriously—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 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 culturism in
Miki’s humanism and humanistics, in Kõyama’s study of cultural patterns, in
Kimura’s expressionism, in Tanigawa Tetsuzõ’s cultural theory, and the like.
15

Cited in Ienaga, Studies, 185.
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In contrast, the core of Tanabe’s critique of Nishida lay in his rejection of
this culturism.16
Basically, Yamada’s starting point is this: 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 takes place in the historical
process actually provoked a conµict between the two thinkers. This conµict in
turn added fuel to the rise of the militaristic ideology 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 connections are made, but assures us that Tanabe’s logic was more appealing than
Nishida’s idea of the “self-de³nition of history,” which kept the reality of history from being identi³ed with any particular 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 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.17
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:
16
[,;ò Yamada Munemutsu, ÅÉu·Pt—Ù@¿$uò¿ [Intellectual history of the
Shõwa period: The philosophy of the Kyoto school] (Kyoto: Jinbun Shoin, 1975), 46. Tanabe’s
critique of culturism surfaces immediately again after the war. See PM, lxi.
17
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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
comments 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 fundamental 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.18
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 writings and records of the time, but 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.19
Katõ Shðichi
Contrasting sharply with Yamada’s reproach of Tanabe as an inveterate rightist, the Tokyo philosopher Katõ Shðichi accuses him of a simple naiveté. He
summarily lumps the rationalist 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.”20 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
18

Yamada, Intellectual History of the Shõwa Period, 87–8.

19

Yamada, Intellectual History of the Shõwa Period, 99.

20

;n:s Katõ Shðichi, ìmoFÆ^ [War and the intellectuals], in CÖÕû„`t“ã
[Lectures in modern Japanese thought], vol. 4, ò,M%6,}s%´Ç’X‹ Furuta Hikaru et al.,
eds., FÆ^u´¨o¤Ë [The emergence and role of the intellectual] (Tokyo: Chikuma Shobõ,
1959), 346.
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wider human community,21 Katõ sees him rather out of touch with the events
that were transpiring around him. Even after the war, in a short 1946 book
that appeared just two months after Metanoetics, Tanabe clung to the monarchical model as the guarantee of 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; simple 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 negation both democracy and the opposition that it
contains.22
Tanabe did realize, of course, that support for this application of the logic of
the speci³c could not come from within the logic itself but must rest on
objective fact. Tanabe’s version of what constitutes such evidence, Katõ concludes, amounts to this: “The majority of the people today 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 nothingness. Tanabe’s philosophy, in a word, is a philosophy of dialectical bath-talk. With 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 earthy, vital
sentiments. The result is a unity of body and spirit in the self-unity of
absolute contradictories.23
21

•tíê× [Historical reality], THZ 8:166.

22

©¸ò¿u¹Y [The urgent task of political philosophy], THZ 8:370. Tanabe turns around
the demand of the West that the emperor accept responsibility for the war to show how this
implies the very thing he is arguing (370–1).
23
Katõ, War and the Intellectuals, 347. The literary reference is to ÅÇX+ Shikitei Sanba, an
early nineteenth-century satirist who wrote of conversations in the public baths.
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While this does not qualify as imperialism of the usual political sort —nor
does Katõ claim that it does—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.
Ienaga Saburõ
Perhaps the most sympathetic of the critics is Ienaga Saburõ, whose thoroughgoing study argues that Tanabe’s relationship with nationalism alternated between resistance and cooperation, until in the end the pattern 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,24 lead him to reject a simple conclusion. This alone sets him apart from most of Tanabe’s other critics.
In 1922 Tanabe published 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.25 The fact that so voracious a reader as he never
bothered to base his views on a serious study of Marxist-Leninist thought,
and that he seems to have maintained to the end his initial suspicions that its
economic theory and data were simply a “secondary means” to enhance the
philosophical ideas, makes it clear that socialist thought never worked more
than a marginal stimulus on his own thinking.
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, Takikawa 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
24

See Ienaga, Studies, 32.

25

Tanabe had trouble with 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 argues that he accepted the term 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. See Studies, 5–6, which draws on the analysis of $[=s Funayama Shin’ichi,
Ø±ò¿tÓÁ [Studies in the history of Taishõ philosophy] and compares it with Tanabe’s essay
on “The Concept of Culture” (THZ 1:423–47).
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published the account in book form.26 Despite the widespread attention the
incident attracted, Tanabe did not force his own views to any extreme
extent.27 Still, his position 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.28 More importantly, it led him 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.29 Tanabe is reported to have said that he felt his life was on
the line for his remarks.30 Though this may have overstated the facts, his comments 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
Marxism and Western democracy. Among other things, Tanabe was suspected of providing support to the Marxist revolution. The following month,
the magazine printed a similar attack by Matsuda Fukumatsu.31 Nishida
26
The book å8uØfÙØª¾ [The Kyoto affair as seen by senior colleagues] appeared in
July of 1933, just three months after the affair broke out.
27
Just how important Tanabe’s role was is dif³cult to say. His name is not mentioned in the
account of Takikawa and those immediately involved, which was published in October as
ÙØª¾ [The Kyoto incident] under the editorship of Ýëaó Takikawa Yukitoki and six others
involved in the events (Tokyo: Iwanami, 1933). 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 ideologies µame passions on the slimmest of pretexts.
The only intellectual content has to do with the supposed danger of Takikawa’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 Takikawa’s views (101); and also how the counterargument that runs
through the book, once all the political maneuvering 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.
28

Ienaga quotes from the diary of R#wÍ) Iwanami Shigeo here (Studies, 50).

29

The account appears in the postwar reµections of _SÁ‰ Nakajima Kenzõ. See Ienaga,
Studies, 51, notes 5 and 6; 53.
30
The comment is reported by î,Ê¸ Ueda Yasuharu in an explanatory afterword to THZ
5:110. In Metanoetics Tanabe makes a similar remark about being ready to die (189), which
Ienaga surmises refers to this essay. Concerning the exaggerated fear of dying for his views, see
the comments cited in Ienaga, 65, n.15.
31
R,ô] Minoda Muneki, ,Œâ’u¿©@Çu¿níCà¤_Ì` [An analysis of the academic fallacy in Tanabe Hajime’s theory of scienti³c planning] ã7Õû [The Japan Principle],
November 1933; Ç,SÇ Matsuda Fukumatsu, ¿í·PoGÁ»ñÁÎ¨·¸&—
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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.32
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. He
offered such a scheme in a series of essays over the next few years that outlined his new logic of the speci³c. Ienaga’s conclusions, when pieced together,
show a studied ambivalence:
Acknowledging the rationality of the state, Tanabe did not oppose
the current 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 years of war and within the sacred precincts,
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 picture 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
policy 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.33
In the end, the ambivalence of Ienaga’s verdict seems to rest on two factors. 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 reckoned with. No simple cause-and-effect relationship can be drawn from one to
,ŒNwu‹ÇrƒŠm [The spirit of science and the overthrow of neo-scholasticism in connection with the theory of Dr. Tanabe].
32
R,’´zÇ,’u−|rgL [In reply to the criticisms of Minoda and Matsuda], in THZ
8:11–31.
33

Ienaga, Studies, 50, 64–5, 178.
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the other. On the other, the strongest opponents to Japan’s military adventures looked at weaker, compromising opponents, and of course as ex post
facto critics, as collaborators. Given the courage it took the former to speak
out, one hesitates to dismiss their judgment too quickly.34

TANABE’S RESPONSE

Tanabe did not take well to the criticisms that reached him during the war.
Accusations of totalitarianism understandably hurt him, as it did others in the
Kyoto school.35 In his ³rst defense of the logic of the speci³c, composed in
1937, he wrote:
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.36
In later years he was to repeat the claim that he had been misunderstood. In
reply to his critics, Tanabe published more on the logic of the speci³c in a
book published in 1947, the year after the publication of Philosophy as
Metanoetics. Its opening essay, which originally appeared only four months
after Metanoetics, speaks of the period just before the virtual ³ve-year silence37
he maintained at the end of the war:

34
One thinks here particularly of Tosaka Jun, who referred to the Kyoto philosophers as a
“high-level phenomenology” that amounts to “the most courageous bourgeois speculative philosophy in our country or in the world for that matter,” and singled out Tanabe as a “fascist”
even before Tanabe had made his political views clear. See the two sections on the Kyoto school
and Tanabe’s philosophy in his 1934 book Talks on Contemporary Philosophy, in ú*‚6T
Collected Works of Tosaka Jun (Tokyo: Keisei Shobõ, 1970), 3:170–84. See also the short piece
„Jmus2 [Fragments of a memory] by oã=6 Aihara Shinsaku in the leaµet appended to
volume 12 of Tanabe’s Collected Works.
35

Ienaga, Studies, 71.

)uÇ7u[I¤gr`š [Clarifying the meaning of the logic of the speci³c], THZ 6:452.
This foreword should be compared with the afterword Nishitani appended in 1946 to his 1941
book ›ƒ?o³B? [View of the world, view of the nation], the structure of whose apology follows much the same pattern as Tanabe’s. See NKC 4:381–4. For his part, Ienaga was not
impressed by Nishitani’s efforts to distinguish what he believed from what he was accused of
believing, and ³nds his lack of self-criticism puts a “large gap” between him and Tanabe. See
Studies, 146–7, note 9. I am not so persuaded.
36
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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 logically 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-insubject, subject-in-substrate and thought to discover a rational foundation for the nation as a practical unity of the reality and the ideal.38
Leaving aside the technicalities for later, 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 an “expedient means” for a higher end.39 Tanabe was never very forward about transformations in his thought, with an almost ponti³cal habit of insisting on
consistency when it is clear there was none. The dramatic conversion he
announces in Metanoetics did not change this. Tanabe’s self-criticisms, then,
were not so much theoretical as they were pedagogical, religious, and practical. We may consider an example of each.
Farewell to Cadets
In a piece published in the Kyoto University Newspaper under the title
“Farewell Words to Students on the Way to War: Realize the True Meaning
of Conscription!” Tanabe told his listeners 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 consider 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.” Bowing
to necessity, he sets the question aside and instead encourages the young
recruits to enter the army as representatives of Japan’s intelligentsia. I quote
37

THZ 7.382.

38

THZ 7:253.

39

The point is noted by ØSd± Õshima Yasumasa in his explanatory afterword to THZ
7:384.
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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
intelligence and technology through and through. Moreover, in order
to demonstrate positively the results of the ³ghting, there is a need to
back up with deep thinking and high insight the making of culture for
races in the lands and the moralization of the everyday life of people connected 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
intellectualizing 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 military cadets, take the lead in breaking through the brink of 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 country and God, you will share in the creation of the eternal
life of the state. Is this not truly the highest glory?40
At the time, 1943, the question was rhetorical for Tanabe. Thirteen years
later the bottom had dropped out of its self-evidence. In a 1956 essay titled
“Memories of Kyoto,” Tanabe takes the same phrase that he used to close his
remarks to the students off to war, “highest glory,”41 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 the glory has 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
40

¦U¿´rPUš„uíè—×ÓuO–¤À·b— [Farewell words to students on the way to
war: Realize the true meaning of conscription!] THZ 14:415–6. As far as I have been able to
ascertain, the piece was not delivered orally.
41
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had washed across the campuses and ³red the imagination of Japan’s young
intellectuals, admitting that for him personally it had been a test of his commitment to philosophy.
Tanabe admits that he was not without sympathy for the theoretical consistency of socialist thought and its demand for social justice, and even that to
some extent it answered the demand for a philosophy of social justice. What
he resisted 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 confrontation with socialist thinking grew
more intense; on the other, the government 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 existential questions of philosophy. Looking back at this
decision he writes:
In the face of the gradually worsening pressures of the Second World
War, and the ever increasing strict control of thought, I was too fainthearted 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.”42
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 fundamental point, but rather shifts the accent to religious consciousness. The oversight is telling.
The Metanoetics
Philosophy as Metanoetics is not Tanabe’s lament for what he did do but only
for what he did not. Rather than a recanting of particular ideas, it calls for a
general reform of the philosophical enterprise itself.
42

ÙØu&m [Memories of Kyoto], THZ 14:439.
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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.43 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. 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 circumstantial, 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 origins
“overshadowed its true origins and caused it to be absorbed into the general
atmosphere of mass appeals for national repentance being generated by
opportunistic politicians.”44 For, all things considered, the Metanoetics is a
supremely nonpolitical book. Even when it tilts towards the concrete in
“despising the shamelessness of the leaders primarily responsible for the
defeat who are now urging the entire nation to repentance” and expressing a
belief in “the collective responsibility of the nation,”45 its call is for a religious
change of heart, not for a reform of social institutions.
For the logic of the speci³c, this meant “a new and deeper basis,” not a
radical restructuring.46 Even his crowning idea of the ideal of an “existential
community” through collective repentance does not depart from his original
idea of the nation.47
43
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.
44

“Translator’s Introduction” to Metanoetics, xxxvi.

45

Metanoetics, lx, lviii.

46

Metanoetics, lviii.

47

See Yamamoto, Nothingness and Process, 123. ¹ªNs Tsujimura Kõichi notes that what
happens in Metanoetics is not that the logic of the speci³c disappears but that it is given different
expression. “The three elements of absolute dialectic—individual, species, genus—each show up
in a new form in the ideas of ‘death-resurrection,’ ‘nothingness-in-love,’ and the ‘fellowship of
mutual forgiveness’.” ,Œò¿rkJm [Tanabe’s philosophy], in ,Œâ [Tanabe Hajime]
(Tokyo: Chikuma Shobõ, 1965), 47.
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A Proposal to the Emperor
Finally, Tanabe’s self-criticism took the form of practical action, where his
refusal to part with former ideas takes a curious turn. In 1945 Tanabe,
already retired to 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 initiatives 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”48—
and perhaps prevail on the West to leave the emperor system intact.
In highly formal prose, Tanabe asked Nishida for permission to communicate 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. As often as 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
presented to Prime Minister Konoe, and from there have it brought to
Takamatsu no Miya [the emperor’s younger brother] for handing over
to the emperor. Under normal circumstances, such a request would be
unreasonable, but the anxieties of the moment make time of the essence.
I am convinced 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 realization. I know this is asking a great deal, but I would be
grateful if you would give this matter your serious consideration.49
48
[s]. Tanabe uses the same phrase later to refer to Japan’s starting over with democracy
after the war (8:319–21). In this context he refers to the Japanese people and the imperial household as forming “a single body above and below” (322).
49

NKZ 19:3–4. I have simpli³ed Tanabe’s rather stilted prose.
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Kõyama Iwao, who in the main agreed with Tanabe’s idea, went to Tokyo in
June of 1945 to start the process.50 He ³rst consulted with Yabe Teiji, whose
diary mentions the visit by Kõyama:
Argued strongly that the only road to promote all-out war in the true
sense of the term was through some positive steps from the imperial
household. Asked my opinion.
….
Agreed to discuss the matter that night with a young paymaster lieutenant and others in the of³ces of the research division.
Apparently there was a consensus, as later entries in the diary speak of the
need for “extreme steps for the very foundations of a genuine national community,” the “fatal error of separation of the imperial household from the
people in order to save the future of Japan’s group unity,” and “the unthinkability of omitting the con³dence in the nation’s internal system and the
moral strength of the Japanese race.”51
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
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 than 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, he 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 politicians he dismissed
as “awfully weak.”52 A month later Nishida died.

THE LOGIC OF THE SPECIFIC

The space of a short essay dims from the start any hope of distilling into a few
short paragraphs an idea that matured during the years when Tanabe was at
50
PGk Hanazawa Hidefumi, ¢[RCu„`o‘{uÓÁ—FÆ^uCõo°ráìmu´Ö
[A study of the thought and activities of Kõyama Iwao: The standpoint of the intellectual and the
age of the Paci³c war], þ[ÖCË±¢f¿pzê 8 (1976): 27. For additional information, see
also Õshima Yasumasa’s remarks in the explanatory afterword to volume 8 of Tanabe’s Collected
Works, 482.
51
The passages from the diary of ¢HÌ¸ Yabe Teiji are reproduced from Hanazawa,
“Thought and Deeds of Kõyama Iwao,” 27–8.
52
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the peak of his powers, and whose elaborations take up the better part of two
large volumes in Tanabe’s Collected Works. Relying in part on studies that
have already been made of the idea,53 I will try only to sharpen the general
form of the idea as best I understand it.
The logic of the speci³c was no mere speculative µight, but neither did it
µow from Tanabe’s pen in response to Japan’s militaristic expansion. Already
in 1922, years before Japan’s military buildup and at the height of Taishõ liberalism, Tanabe had published an essay on “The Notion of Culture.” In it he
stressed the development of a “racial state” as Japan’s “duty” to the international community of nations. He expressed there his disappointment with
Taishõ culturism for rushing from its stress on the individual to humanity as
a whole but “ignoring respect for the race and forgetting the important
signi³cance of the nation.”54 The further step to a new logic cannot be attributed to any one single factor. In 1926 Tanabe began to show clear signs of a
shift away from the critical philosophy of Kant and towards the Hegelian
dialectic of the Phenomenology. The shift was accelerated by Nishida’s
announcement of his “logic of locus” in the same year, and culminated in
Tanabe’s ³rst systematic and open critique of Nishida in 1930 and his own
alternative: the dialectic of absolute mediation.55
The Dialectic of Absolute Mediation
For Tanabe, the dialectic of absolute mediation was the keystone to the metaphysic of Absolute Nothingness that arched over his mature work. In essence,
it accepted Hegel’s idea that the particular beings that make up the real world
are granted their individuality not by virtue of some mysterious essence or
thing-in-itselfness that is permanently obscured from view by biases built into
53
The two most reliable accounts I know of in recent years were prepared by Himi Kiyoshi
äØ ¸ in his book ,Œò¿ÓÁ—;îò¿u?(Q˜ [Studies in the philosophy of Tanabe
Hajime: A view from the philosophy of religion] (Tokyo: Hokuju, 1990), 94–127; and Øïdk
Õhashi Ryõsuke, A)uÇ7Bç† [Rethinking the logic of the speci³c] in »––, nsÍ,
¹ªNs‹ Takeuchi Yoshinori, Mutõ Kazuo, and Tsujimura Kõichi, eds., ,Œâ—„`on`
[Tanabe Hajime: Thoughts and reµections] (Tokyo: Chikuma Shobõ, 1991), 104–30. Very little of Tanabe’s writings on the subject are available in Western languages. An uneven English
translation of the ³rst chapter of –ãÀo^mu)uÇ7 (THZ 7:257–69) was published under
the title “The Logic of the Species as Dialectics” by David Dilworth in Monumenta Nipponica
24/3 (1969): 273–88. An annotated German translation of )uÇ7u[I¤gr`š (THZ
6:447– 521) was prepared by Johannes Laube under the title “Versuch, die Bedeutung der
Logik der Spezies zu klären” and printed in R. Õhashi, Die Philosophie der Kyõto-Schule: Texte
und Einführung (Freiburg: Karl Alber, 1990), 145–95.
54

THZ 1:444.

55

See the remarks in the leaµet appended to vol. 11 of Tanabe’s Collected Works by Kitamori
Kazõ ëI?‰.
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the structure of mind itself, but rather by virtue of relationship with other
individuals. In this self-other relationship, a self af³rms its own individuality
by negating its identity with an other, and in the process thereby af³rms the
individuality of the other as something that in its turn negates the ³rst self as
its own other. Thus the individual is radically relative and, depending on
which standpoint it is viewed from, functions as both self and other, as both
identical with itself and not-identical with the other. This “af³rmation-innegation” or “self-in-other,” whose model is the relationship between conscious human beings, is applied backwards to all objects in the material world
and forwards to the customs, institutions, and social structures that govern
relationships among human beings.
The next step is to see this mutual determination of correlatives—things,
persons, institutions—as belonging in turn to a grander, universal scheme of
things working its way out in time. History takes on the character of a kind of
super-self whose identity does not consist in the negation of some superother (which would land us in an in³nite regress of histories), but rather in
the single story of selfs and others coming into being and passing away in
relationship with one another. History de³nes itself as a dialectic, that is to
say as process of entities giving-and-taking their identities through conµict,
resolution, and new conµict. Or put the other way around, as individuals—
again, we include social structures here—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 that is de³ning its identity. Science
has provided us today with metaphors of history that make it possible for us
to look at a scientist viewing an atom under a microscope and see an atom
having evolved to the point that it can look at itself. In much the same way,
the Hegelian dialectic provided the metaphors for seeing present historical
events as an unfolding of the past that is somehow lifted up out of a time writ
small and into a Time writ large.
The question, of course, is whether history was running around in a
treadmill of endlessly repeating cycles or was actually going somewhere in the
process. Laying his scheme over the facts of recorded history and the events
of the present, Hegel was convinced that there was a self-unfolding going on,
and that the vocation of human consciousness was to participate in it. The
³nal destiny of consciousness was neither simply to be washed along by the
unfreedom of its massive tides nor simply to direct it along the arbitrary currents of free will, but rather to become one with history, to be the concrete
subjectivity of an objective universal. It was here that Hegel melded the symbols of Christian theology to the self-unfolding of history, thus transforming
the mere “cunning of history” into a “divine providence.”
To all the critical questions and creative thinking such a scheme inspired
in the philosophical world after Hegel, Tanabe added his own: the dialectics
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of absolute mediation.56 To begin with, Tanabe was wary of falling into any
form of historical necessity that would submerge the individual in the whole.
This is how he explains his rejection of both Hegel’s conceptualism and
Marxist dialectical materialism (a position towards which his sympathies had
not yet completely soured) as too one-sided. The conscious subject was not
to be harnessed to the will of overriding social institutions, but neither were
those social institutions ever to be granted the privileged status of absolute
will over history. This same view shows up in a scattering of comments on the
state that appear in these early years before the actual introduction of the
notion of the logic of the speci³c.57 Even though he was 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
slipping a Kantian subjectivism back into the picture.58 In any case, from the
very start his use of the dialectic was headed in a direction quite different
from that of either the Hegelian or the Marxist recipes.
At the same time as he resisted the diminution of the subject in history,
Tanabe was not prepared to give subjective consciousness (or its pure form of
“immediate experience” in which the subject-object dichotomy falls away)
the inµated role in history that 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 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 reality to which the myth of a divine providence making its will concrete in history corresponds? The fact that the question itself
may have been wrong, or at least misguided in the sense that its answer could
never be given us to know, never seems to have occurred to Tanabe any more
than it did to Nishida. At the same time, it was not as if Kant had never
existed or as if Hegel had satisfactorily discharged Kant’s critique. For Tanabe
the only answer capable of satisfying all the critical demands lay in the
56
It should not be forgotten that from early on Nishida was also swept up in the imaginative
power of the Hegelian idea 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 particular
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 NK, 210–1.
57
Ienaga has brought many of these together nicely in his Studies in the History of Tanabe’s
Thought, 35–46.
58

See note 80.
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Buddhist notion of nothingness, which Nishida elevated to the status of an
Absolute Nothingness.59
As Tanabe understood it, Absolute Nothingness functioned somewhat
like a mirror image of the Judeo-Christian God of Being, and yet was something more than that. As nothingness, it was not merely a shorthand for an
apophasia or aphasia towards an ultimate reality. It was also a rejection of the
concept of being as a suitable ground for correlatives to stand in order to
identify and determine each other. As absolute, it meant that there is nothing
that is not mediated. Therefore, if absolute mediation is merely the form of a
more fundamental dynamic process of coming into being and passing away,
then neither can there be any unchanging Entity or unchanging substrate of
Being giving ultimate content to that form. Hence, only an absolute (that is,
a non-mediated) nothingness (that is, a non-being-ness) can qualify as ultimate.
Now if all things exist in relation to other things, and if there is a common, absolute ground that mediates the existence of all things but is not itself
mediated, then we are logically obliged to conclude that ultimately everything is related to everything else. The Buddhist concept of ultimate reality as
a perfection achieved by seeing through the absolute relativity of a world of
becoming, a world in which all things arise co-dependently, was thus well
suited to ³ll the gap left vacant by the Supreme Being that exercized its will
over the course of history.
For Tanabe, then, history was the story of beings mediating each other
enveloped in a process of growth into Absolute Nothingness, and in that
story human consciousness enjoyed the privileged capacity to realize what
was going on. But that realization, fueled by innate impatience with the frustration of personal desires in the larger order of things, made no sense without the capacity to distinguish between what is going and should be going on.
Human consciousness may be the concrete subject of universal historical
process whose ground has shifted from Absolute Being to Absolute
Nothingness, but the ethical questions remained as before. Within the world
of absolute mediation, what does it mean to have free will and to exercise it
in order to direct the course of history? Against what more concrete, visible
background does it make sense to talk of what free will can do and what it
cannot? For Tanabe, the answer to this question lay in logic, which was the
critical link between the ideal and the actual.60
59
As Nishida’s questions were framed somewhat differently from Tanabe’s, the connotations
of Absolute Nothingness were correspondingly different. For economy of argument, we may
leave this aside here.
60
I ³nd the attention given to this relationship one of the most interesting aspects of
Õhashi’s essay, “Rethinking the Logic of the Speci³c.”
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The “Logic” of the Speci³c
Tanabe’s search for a novel logic was not only a function of the questions
that his dialectic of absolute mediation left open. Even less was it merely a
matter of establishing a position to vie with Nishida’s. Cross-grained though
his critical spirit may have been at times, the fact that Tanabe kept an eye on
philosophical questions in the West also provided him with a different perspective on Japan’s current preoccupation with self-identity in the order of
history. Tanabe left us no diaries or clear account of the evolution of his
thought, but it is possible to telescope his writings in the early 1930s into a
reasonable argument for why the new logic became necessary and why it
went astray as it did.
While the absolute dialectic and its grounding in Absolute Nothingness
may have been a direct result of his reading of Hegel and his reaction to
Nishida’s logic of place, the catalyst to the introduction of the “logic of the
speci³c” seems to have come from outside, namely from Bergson’s idea of an
“open society.” It was an idea whose persuasive power for Tanabe was
enhanced by Japan’s current condition.
In Two Sources of Morality and Religion, which came out a mere two
years before Tanabe introduced his logic of the speci³c, Bergson draws on
Durkheim’s sociology to distinguish between “open” and “closed” societies.
Tanabe immediately recognized that Japan’s engagements in Asia were
grounded on the ideology of a racially based, totemically sealed clan mentality of the closed society; and that it would never be able to join the great
open societies of the world without ³rst recognizing that fact.
The obvious, and simplest, solution would have been to follow Bergson
and encourage an openness to the whole human community not bound by
the constraints of one’s particular tribal unit. But for Tanabe it was more
important ³rst to make the irrationality of tribal bias as transparent as possible if it was ever to be replaced by the rationality of the open society. He hit
on the idea of identifying the logic that the closed society used to think its
thoughts. This he called the “logic of the speci³c.”
When Tanabe introduced the notion of the idea in a lengthy 1934 essay
called “The Logic of Social Existence,”61 it was clear that the subject was
much too large to be con³ned to a single essay. The overt purpose was, as he
said, to get a philosophical hold on the primordial fact that humans organize
themselves into societies. At the same time, his choice of the name set important parameters that may not have been clear to all his readers, but should be
borne in mind as we watch where he took the idea, or at least where it looked
61
çl¦$uÇ7—ò¿íçl¿¢Ç [The logic of social existence: In search of a philosophical sociology], THZ 6:61–167.
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to some as if he had taken it. In particular, the logic of the speci³c had two
functions, a negative and a positive one. Tanabe did not make any such distinction, but drawing it seems to clear up some confusion.
In its negative function, the logic of the speci³c was less like the dialectic
of absolute mediation than a “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 possible to determine
what it was that a society—the “speci³c”—did to close itself and keep itself
closed. The racial society could then be seen to function as a sort of unconscious ³ction that stood between the concrete, living individual and the universal, ideal human community. Not unlike Kant’s categories, the closed
society ³ltered the way reason processed the interplay between the actual and
the ideal in such a way as to protect its closure from the compelling reasons
for opening up. He saw examples of this in the Nazi ideology of Blut und
Boden62 and in Heidegger’s search for German uniqueness, both of which he
criticized.63 In the sense of its negative or critical function, it may have been
better to speak of it as the “illogic of the speci³c.”
In practice, Tanabe’s use of this function remained purely formal. Little
effort was ever made to refer the critique to the problem that prompted the
idea in the ³rst place, namely the the irrational habits of thought that made
Japan a closed society. It was the mere possibility of the existence of such an
irrational logic that seems to have satis³ed his interests. Still, at the theoretical level, the texts leave little doubt that Tanabe was very much aware of the
limits on how the “speci³c” society thought. Indeed, it was for him the
bedrock on which many of the irrationalities that infect thinking at the highest levels rest. It is also clear that he in no sense meant to absolve Japan from
the criticisms. On the contrary, the closed mentality of contemporary Japan
that showed up in its culturism (and to a limited extent, also in its militarism)
constituted his clearest concrete example.
The Logic of the “Speci³c”
The second, positive function of the logic was to enable a move from a critique of the closed society to modes of thought constructive of an open one.
62
Himi is right that a careful reading shows that Tanabe used the phrase as an example of a
closed totemic society; I do not ³nd reference to the term, however, in the 1934 essay Himi is
citing (Studies in the Philosophy of Tanabe, 97–8), 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. Thus, Yamada, Intellectual History of the Shõwa Period, 47.
63

280

THZ 8:8.

TANABE’S LOGIC OF THE SPECIFIC AND NATIONALISM

The term speci³c is intended to guide the logic out of its con³nement in the
irrational by locating it in a broader frame of reference.
Tanabe felt that the method of classi³cation traditional to philosophy
had tended to focus attention on individuals and universals (or genera) to the
neglect of the intervening sub-classes (or species).64 While such classi³cation
may aid in locating the one in the many, it tends to engender expectation of
theories that see the many as somehow derivative of or emanating from the
one,65 or that see the interplay of concrete reality and abstract ideals as
descriptive of the real world. For Tanabe, the logic that guides and misguides
common sense is incomplete without taking into account the culturally
speci³c foundation and considering how it can be overcome. In a word, it is
the speci³city of culture that alienates one culture from another, from the
universal ideal, and from respect for its individual members.
Not only was the logic of the speci³c not directed critically against the
vital irrationalities of his time; it was applied positively to support what turned
out to be the most fatal of those irrationalities—the idea of the Japanese
nation united under the emperor. To see the “reason” behind its argument,
laying aside all political agenda, we need to begin with a formal problem left
over from the dialectic of absolute mediation.
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 mediation, that is to say if in any sense it is engaged in the
64
Takeuchi Yoshinori explains clearly how Tanabe relates the logic of classes and the logic of
the syllogism, something that is not always clear in the original essays (for instance, 6:485). The
“species” accounts for the middle term of the classic syllogism—Humans die. Socrates is human.
Therefore Socrates will die.—and thus mediates the connection between the “universal” possibility and the “individual” reality. “Recollections of Professor Tanabe,” in RPTH, 8–10. It is
interesting to compare Bertrand Russell’s criticisms of Aristotlean logic in his History of Western
Philosophy (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1945), 197:
Metaphysical errors arose through supposing that “all men” is the subject of “all men are
mortal” in the same sense as that in which “Socrates” is the subject of “Socrates is mortal.”
It made it possible to hold that, in some sense, “all men” denotes an entity of the same sort
as that denoted by “Socrates.” This led Aristotle to say that in a sense a species is a substance.
Although strictly speaking what Russell calls species (namely, “all men”) corresponds to what
Tanabe calls genus. In classifying the cultural society as species, Tanabe intended to make it the
kind of actual substrate that “human race” could never be, thus adding an important
quali³cation to Russell’s criticism.
65
This is not unrelated to his criticism of Nishida’s logic of locus as a kind of mystical neoPlatonism (see Philosophy as Metanoetics, 45, 80) that neglected the role of negative mediation.
As is well known, Nishida never challenged Tanabe on this directly in print, but ·*³š Kosaka
Kunitsugi has recently argued that the idea of “inverse correlation” (−Áñ) was Nishida’s
attempt to answer Tanabe’s criticism. See his »,ò¿o;î [Religion and the philosophy of
Nishida] (Tokyo: Daitõ Shuppansha, 1994), 281.
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unfolding of history, then there must be some way to speak of it as incarnating itself in time. Obviously this incarnation cannot lie in mere individual
subjectivity, since this would elevate consciousness beyond the law of
absolute mediation. But neither can the Absolute embody itself in the collective memory and modes of thought of a speci³c race or culture, since this
would do away with the very thing whose transformation makes up the
advance of history. Nor again is the universal human race a suitable locus for
the Absolute to direct history from, 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.
His position is already clear from the essay in which he ³rst introduced
the logic of the speci³c:
In the sense in which the nation achieves uni³ed form as an absolutely
mediated unity of the speci³c and the individual in religion, the nation is
the only absolute thing on earth.66
In line with the shift from the Judaeo-Christian myth to the Buddhist one,
Tanabe was thus able to speak of the nation of Japan as moving beyond the
Judaeo-Christian idea of ethics incarnated in Jesus to an Eastern ethic that
sees the nation as the embodiment or nirm„«ak„ya of the Buddha. 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.67
From the very ³rst, Tanabe stood in line with the political ideology of
the day, or at least without any intention to counter it. In a sense, it is not
surprising to ³nd him end up identifying the corporate unity of the emperor
and the Japanese people as the “salvi³c will” that will transform the individual “will to authority” into a true moral will, and culture’s “will to life,”
which expresses itself in the irrational drive for conformity, into a true will to
unity.
66
67

THZ 6:145.

THZ 7:30–2. I ³nd it important that he avoided mentioning the corpus mysticum theology of State Shinto that saw the emperor as the ê^P arahitogami or God-appearing-in-humanform, who was the living soul of the Japanese nation.
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At the same time, 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. The community of the human race is made up of a community of
nations that have found a way to transcend their speci³city. And this is something that de³nitely does not transcend time and culture. Each nation may
come about as an instance of the generic universal,68 but nothing in the logic
of the speci³c allows any one instance to lord it over the others. It is as if
Tanabe were quoting himself out of context.
In any case, it is not a position he develops further or allows to interfere
with his general orientation to a community of nations united in equality.
Thus, in an essay on “The Morality of the Nation,” published in Chðõkõron
for 1941, the same year that saw the ³rst of the famous discussions on The
World-Historical Standpoint and Japan, Tanabe wrote:
In order for the state to make itself concrete through the mediation of
individuals, it gives rise to the autonomy of the individual and at the
same time uni³es 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.69
Tanabe himself says that it was his dissatisfaction with Nishida’s intuition
of a basic unity between the contradictories of individual and human race that
drove him back to the realities of history, to see the calling of the nation as
without, consisting 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
cooperation and love in the individual.70
To base a nation only on racial or cultural speci³city, he says, 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 species as such did not see the national polity of Japan
either as an alternative to the human community or as occupying a central
role in that community. At the same time, neither did he himself draw that
conclusion in so many words.
Tanabe’s idea of opening the closed society, therefore, was to see it as
one nation among many in the human community. The concrete execution
68

THZ 7:362, 79.

69

THZ 8:207–8.

70

THZ 6:232–3. The passage is an attempt by Tanabe to locate himself in counterposition
to the “humanitarianism” of Kõyama Iwao and the “individualism” of Nishida.
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of this idea requires individual 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.”71 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
in the society of universal humanity.
In arriving at these conclusions, sound though they be in their fullest
context, 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,
forms the Gesellschaft into a civil society.72 Moreover, Nishida had stated
clearly that “we become concrete personalities through the state,” and further hints that each species is a kind of world, and that there are also conditions appearing where species and species cross swords with each other.”73
He even described the state as the concrete form of the ethical substance in
which each individual can ful³ll himself. Nothing Tanabe could say criticizing
Nishida’s goal of the harmonious fusion of the many in the one for having
effectively eliminated the basis for resistance against the state seemed to matter to those in Nishida’s circle. Considering how Tanabe had dragged the
concept of Absolute Nothingness into the profane space of national polity,
the indifference is not without reason.
From the hindsight of the historian, the logic of the speci³c may be said
to have opened a new stage in Tanabe’s thought, 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 consolation that it was leading
him just where he wanted to go. In the end, it did not. His response was the
metanoetics.
Tanabe’s postwar writings on the logic of the species did not correct its
fundamental problems as a logic. 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 uni71

THZ 7:41.
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NKZ 8:288–9, 451.
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NKZ 9:146, 144; 9:113.
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versals, but neither did he explicitly look to it any longer as a concrete realization of the ethical substance 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 species 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.74

HINTS OF AN APPRAISAL

Wherever Tanabe’s idealistic sights may have been focused, it seems clear that
he did trip badly over the nationalistic rock at his feet; and that he did so not
in the pure innocence of philosophical absent-mindedness, but at least partially as a result of the path he himself chose to walk. A conscientious
appraisal of Tanabe, his critics, and the intellectual atmosphere in which each
of them worked requires fuller detail on nearly every point. Further, such an
appraisal must at least aim for the same critical self-awareness that it is predisposed to accuse Tanabe and others of the Kyoto school for having failed to
achieve.
The question of whether to agree with the emperor system and the war,
and what relation to see between country, emperor, Japan on the one hand
and the free self on the other was, as Furuta Hikaru notes, a kind of fumie for
many of Japan’s leading intellectuals at the time.75 Like the choice given to
the seventeenth-century Nagasaki Christians of trampling on the images of
their faith or being condemned as enemies of the ruling powers, the challenge of Japan’s ³fteen-year war to the country’s intellectuals produced both
its martyrs of conscience as well as its apostates. At the distance of 350 years
from the early Edo period, the modern mind feels secure enough to applaud
a certain freedom in those who outwardly trampled on the images but
inwardly clung to their faith, as if possessed of a wisdom beyond the constraints of absolute principles that have shaped the Western idea of conscience. But when it comes to the context of a real war whose scars are with
us still, the conscience is wont to stiffen again, to narrow its aim, and to draw
more quickly on the trigger.
74
Immediately after the war, he did write a number of essays on the political situation at the
time. These are gathered together in volume 8 of his Collected Works.
75
“Thought and Philosophy during the Fifteen-Year War,” 259. His own conclusion is that
the “tragedy” of the Kyoto philosophers was that, in effect, they contributed to the “internal
embellishment” of the slogans that carried to the people the very thing those philosophers themselves were opposed to: namely imperialism, racialism, and a holy war.
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Still, it is not Western moralism but the Kyoto philosophers themselves
who decided that the proper place for Japan’s traditional values and modes of
thought was within the horizon of transcendent principles. At least in their
case, a hasty retreat to Eastern uniqueness seems to deride their original motivations.76 The question of their complicity in the war may not be their own
question, but it is very much at their own request that we frame it as a question about human strength and weakness, about rational insight and oversight, not as a cultural confrontation between East and West.
Tanabe’s own philosophical project, and the critical rigor with which he
pursued it, argue against looking to a mere failure of will for an answer. We
have to look at the ideas themselves and to read between the lines of his writings if we are to understand what it was that allowed the logic of the speci³c
to be pried loose from the momentous challenge that faced it. It is not simply a matter of how a formal logic was applied to a concrete situation, but
also of how it bounced back from the application to reorient itself. Tanabe’s
metanoetics did not answer the question of the relationship between the logic
of the speci³c and the spirit of nationalism because it did not ask it. Granted,
much of our moral understanding of war and peace today took shape only
after the events in question. But Tanabe’s turn away from the critique of
social existence to work at the limits where reason breaks down and religious
consciousness comes to birth inverts the very goal that he had set for the logic
of the speci³c. There is no doubt the metanoia was radical. The problem is
that he also saw it as a redemption of his ideas from the fate that had befallen
them.
As many of his critics, and not a few of his disciples, have pointed out,
even at his most concrete Tanabe was still too abstract. The language in
which the logic of the speci³c was proposed made it benignly ineffective, thus
also making it all the more susceptible to spreading the disease it had been
concocted to diagnose. This is not to say that he did not realize what was
going on and what was at stake in taking a position.77 What it does say is that
to brush him aside as a right-wing fascist or Nazi or ultranationalist is simply
an abuse of the wealth of facts and ideas we have to work with.
Paradoxically, Tanabe’s fondness for abstract expression and his aversion
to social analysis seem to have escorted him uncritically into what Whitehead
76
For a good example of this in Tanabe, see the opening two sections of his 1939 essay on
“The Logic of National Existence,” THZ 7:27–53. See also 8:173.
77
As Yamamoto Seisaku points out, “In the context of the second world war, the nation that
oppressed fundamental human rights at home and displayed a demonically authoritarian form of
racial exclusivism abroad, looked to each individual for support; the confrontation between
species and species, species and individual, individual and individual had already become too serious for Tanabe’s philosophy to gloss over.” Nothingness and Process, 112.
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has called the “fallacy of misplaced concreteness.” Whitehead’s paradigm of
fallacy is Plato’s tendency to see the Ideas as concrete and immediate realities.78 In Tanabe’s case, the more he brought the abstract, timeless attributes
and relationships of the dialectic of absolute mediation to bear on the reality
of national consciousness, the more concrete that ideal became, until ³nally
the critical difference between what is and what ought to be faded from view.
The concrete nationalism of his day in effect became an ideal internationalism.79 The only conclusion we are left with is that Tanabe did not apply the
negative, critical function of his own logic of the speci³c to a critique of the
irrational speci³city of his own idea of Japan as a religious manifestation of
the Buddha ideal.80
As we have seen, the logic of the speci³c grew up in answer to a particular intellectual environment, and carried its birthmarks with it to the end. For
it to be reborn, an account must be given of its nationalistic blemishes. And
these blemishes must be shown not to be symptomatic of a structural
afµiction. My own feeling is that, freed of the distractions of personal disputes within the Kyoto school, the idea of an irrational, epoch-speci³c substratum to thought will survive critical demonstration of where it took a
78
Whitehead also saw the fallacy at work in Aristotle’s doctrine of a static, primary substance,
which led to a confusion between the bare individual with the actual concrete (or con-crescent)
individuals that make up the world. Tanabe seems less guilty on this count. I would note that
Tanabe was familiar with Science and the Modern World, the book in which Whitehead introduced the idea of the “fallacy of misplaced concreteness” (see THZ 8:29). It is also worth noting that Tanabe himself explicitly refers to Plato’s Ideas as “immediately” corresponding to the
realm of the speci³c (6:102).
79
“The nationalists of our country need to give profound thought to the fact that nationalism is at the same time internationalism.” Cited from an undated letter to ã,hÍ Harada
Kumao cited in Yamada, Intellectual History of the Shõwa Period, 50.
80
In this connection, I would like to draw attention to the far-sighted critique that Takahashi
Satomi made in 1935 of the logic of the speci³c. For Takahashi, Tanabe was too quick to claim
historicity for his notion of the racially speci³c society, and thus wavered between reforming it in
the direction of universal ideals at one moment and confusing it with existing realities at other
moments. ¢ï=Ë6T [Collected works of Takahashi Satomi] 4:221–67. The fabric of
Takahashi’s argument is too delicate to reproduce here, but his main point is that Tanabe’s
“speci³c” sometimes served to provide the immediacy that Nishida had given to the individual,
and sometimes worked to reduce the individual to the self-determination of the universal. The
essay is carefully constructed, and I am disappointed that neither Himi nor Õhashi (see note 53
above) takes its criticisms into account.
Takahashi’s wider critique of the Hegelian currents in Japan at the time is based on his own
view that it is time and not the dialectic that is the ³nal basis of history. This he ³nds lacking ³rst
in Nishida and then throughout the Kyoto school. His corrective takes the form of counterbalancing Absolute Nothingness with absolute love, a position that pre³gures Tanabe’s own turn in
later thought. His own views are neatly summarized in the article in volume 3 of his Collected
Works, 138–50.
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wrong turn in the practice. At the same time, the lingering intrigue of its
Buddhist µavor and its distinctive perspective on Christianity, not to mention
the growing suspicion that the idea of the nation, after a lifetime of barely
more than 200 years, is drawing to a close, all suggest that the possibilities of
the logic of the speci³c have yet to be spent. The only conclusion on which
this suspicion rests can be stated forthright: Tanabe’s political conclusions are
in no sense a natural outµowing of the logic of the speci³c; they are a refusal by
its author to take the idea as seriously as it deserved.
Tanabe’s logic of the speci³c was an experiment in self-criticism that, for
a number of reasons, failed in its own lifetime. There is of course no way to
inoculate oneself against the criticisms of the age. And even if there were, the
very thought of trimming one’s thinking to such a measure offends the very
spirit of philosophical inquiry and forecloses the possibility of ideas coming to
birth posthumously. To allow our judgment of his ideas to be dominated by
the fate they met in postwar Japan is no less an error than to uproot them
from their native soil altogether. In the end, the story of Tanabe’s logic of the
speci³c is also a story about what our age expects of its thinkers. If any part of
it is allowed to perish under the weight of historical research or moral righteousness, it can only mean that those expectations have not been understood.
No doubt, the words and ideas and moral aims of each age work a certain
enchantment on the minds of those who are born into it. Time pulls hard
against our noblest attempts to ³nd a place and time beyond our own to see
clearly and to decide what is morally acceptable and what is not. The story of
what happened to Tanabe’s logic of the speci³c is no less susceptible to that
enchantment than his idea itself. But perhaps, like the magical lance of
Achilles, those very words and ideas have the power to heal the wounds they
invariably inµict. At least it seems to me that this is the hope on which philosophy rests.
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The Chðõkõron Discussions,
Their Background and Meaning
H ORIO Tsutomu

F

November 1942 the journal Chðõkõron
(_îNÇ) published the transcripts of a series of three round-table discussions held with four young scholars from Kyoto Imperial
University: Nishitani Keiji, Kõsaka Masaaki, Suzuki Shigetaka, and Kõyama
Iwao.1 After the war an aura of infamy came to surround the so-called
Chðõkõron discussions, which were denounced as symbols of the intelligentsia’s cooperation in the Japanese war effort. The critics—primarily
Marxists, other leftist thinkers, and progressive intellectuals ³rst awakened to
humanistic and democratic thought during the political liberalization that
followed Japan’s surrender—saw the central theme of the discussions, “Japan
and the Standpoint of World History,” as a thinly disguised glori³cation of
war, and accused the participants of having provided the philosophical underpinnings for Japanese fascism. These criticisms were fueled in part by the
resentment of thinkers who, as young people during the war, had been
strongly inµuenced by the contents of the discussions, but who in the postwar period had come to feel that they had been betrayed.
ROM NOVEMBER 1941 TO

THE POLITICAL BACKGROUND

At the time of their original publication the discussions, though criticized by
certain ultranationalist elements, were enormously popular with young intellectuals facing military service. When the transcripts of all three discussions
were compiled into a single volume and published in 1943 under the title
The World-Historical Standpoint and Japan (›ƒtíCõoÕû), the book’s
1
¢*±ß Kõsaka Masaaki was Professor and Director of the Institute for the Humanities;
¢[RC Kõyama Iwao was an Assistant Professor, lecturing on the history of philosophy in the
Department of Philosophy; Š…¨¢ Suzuki Shigetaka was a Lecturer and taught Western history;
»ú}¸ Nishitani Keiji was Assistant Professor in the Department of Philosophy and lectured in
the ³eld of religion.
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³rst run of 15,000 copies sold out almost immediately, as did a second
imprint of 1,000 copies.2
The inµuence these discussions had is reµected in the fact that intellectuals of the time assigned an almost symbolic signi³cance to certain of the discussions’ key terms, such as “the world-historical standpoint” and “the
philosophy of world history.” The idea of “overcoming modernity,” the
theme of another round-table discussion held at about the same time,
enjoyed a comparable popularity.3
One of the reasons for the impact of these discussions was that they conveyed a certain sense of intellectual and spiritual liberation to thinkers already
weary of Japan’s endless military involvements. The country had been at war
since the Manchurian Incident in 1931, and the constant tension of maintaining a state of martial readiness had lent a sense of oppression to the
national mood. The wide-ranging debate of the three-part round-table discussion let some fresh air into this stiµing intellectual atmosphere and awakened hopes that there might be a way to give some meaningful direction to
the state of the nation. Given the climate of the times, such hopes were far
from unreasonable. The spirit of objectivity in which the four participants discussed the problem of world history during the ³rst session was seen as an
expression of free thought. Indeed, The World-Historical Standpoint and
Japan was hailed in the national press (the Mainichi and Asahi newspapers)
for its free-thinking outlook.4
In a sense, this show of freedom was only skin-deep. To be sure, not a
few of the opinions voiced by the participants during the actual discussions
were bold enough, given the tightening of government control over intellectual activity at the time. But what was actually published in the pages of the
Chðõkõron were not full or accurate transcripts. Political conditions at the
time left the publishers with the choice of either “veiling statements in two or
three layers of cloth”5 or facing suppression by the authorities (in particular,
elements associated with the Army).
2
PGk Hanazawa Hidefumi, ¢[RCu„`o‘{uÓÁ—FÆ^uCõo°ráìmu´Ö
[A study of the thought and activities of Kõyama Iwao: The standpoint of the intellectual and the
age of the Paci³c war], þ[ÖCË±¢f¿pzê 8 (1976): 15.
3
KC, 276. For further information on this subject, see Minamoto Ryõen’s essay above, pages
197–229.
4
See Túsd Kasuya Kazuki, Ù@¿$o›ƒtuò¿ [The Kyoto school and the philosophy
of world history], in ì9„`—FÆ^òuÜ… [Postwar thinking: A pro³le of the intelligentsia]
(Tokyo: Nihon Keizan Shinbun, 1981), 15. I am also drawing here on personal discussions held
with Nishitani Keiji.
5
ØSd± Õshima Yasumasa, ØX!ìmoÙ@¿$—FÆ^u©¸Z;rkJm [The Greater
East Asia War and the Kyoto school: The political participation of the intellectuals], _îNÇ 80
(August, 1965).
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Even despite these precautions, however, what was published in the
Chðõkõron was attacked by nationalist “Imperial Way” philosophers as “from
start to ³nish the analysis of disinterested bystanders, ivory-tower speculations
that risked reducing the Empire to simply one more category of world history.”
The ideas expressed were seen as seditious and as anti-war.6 Following the
publication of the book, the Army put pressure on the government and in
June 1943 the activities of the “Kyoto school” were stopped and subsequent
printings of the book were outlawed.7
Indicative of the military government’s attitude toward the Kyoto school
is an incident that took place in 1945 and was reported in the newspapers. A
certain Army of³cer named Kimura commented during a speech that in
preparation for the coming invasion of Japan by America, all American and
British prisoners of war, all Koreans, and all Kyoto school philosophers
should be put to the spear.
Years later Nishitani Keiji remarked, “During the war we were struck on
the cheek from the right; after the war we were struck on the cheek from the
left.” His comment summarizes the historical shifts in the position of his
attackers. It also points to a certain tendency common to all criticisms of the
Chðõkõron discussions, namely to regard the content of the discussions as
pure ideology, and to evaluate it solely on those grounds. Only in very few
cases has the “philosophy of world history” developed by the four young
thinkers been seriously analyzed for its value as thought.
This imbalance in the critiques is all the more marked when one examines the other wartime writings of the four participants, to which virtually
none of the critics have devoted any serious attention. The fact that the participants nevertheless kept silence in the face of postwar criticisms may reµect
a reaction against the unrepentant bias and partiality of their attackers. As
Nishitani seems to have been conscious of in his remark about the shift in the
attack from right to left, the very world-historical standpoint advanced in the
discussion may be said to be “seated in silent judgment” on critics before and
after the war. I will return to this question later in my essay.

PROBLEMATICS

The principal concepts and themes of the Chðõkõron discussions make sense
only in light of the domestic and international situation that Japan found
itself in following the 1868 Meiji Restoration. There are three principal rea6

Õshima, “The Greater East Asia War and the Kyoto School,” 131.

7

Hanazawa, “The thought and activities of Kõyama Iwao,” 15. I rely also on a personal
communication from Nishitani.
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sons for this. First, the intent of the discussion was, to some extent, to express
the position and mission of modern Japan within the context of world history; this was, to say the least, a critical topic at the time the discussions were
held. Second, the participants themselves clearly de³ned their standpoint as
world-historical. Third, the criticisms directed at the participants were, as
mentioned above, largely reµections of Japan’s historical circumstances at the
time the criticisms were made. A complete historical analysis is beyond the
scope of this paper. I shall accordingly limit myself to those developments
most directly related to the discussions, and on that basis analyze the
signi³cance of the “world-historical standpoint.”
The ³rst systematic intellectual analysis of the round-table discussions
appeared in a 1959 essay by Takeuchi Yoshimi. More recently Oketani
Hideaki has examined the discussions from the perspective of intellectual history. Both scholars avoid the ideological approach so common in other studies—be it that of the wartime “opportunists” or the postwar “victims”—and
investigate the discussions for what Takeuchi calls their “de facto thought.”
As a body of ideas, the discussions belong very much to the attempt of Japan
to come to terms with its own modern history and all its contradictions, a
history that was severed or redirected by its defeat in World War II.
Underlying the approach of Takeuchi and Oketani is the belief that the
Tokyo War Crimes Tribunal failed to clarify the true signi³cance of the
Greater East Asia War, and that this crucial episode in Japan’s history has
been shunted to one side without adequate attention. The basic judgment of
the Tokyo Trials was that the war in Asia was a barbaric challenge by a militarist Japan against the forces of world civilization as represented by Great
Britain and the United States. Such a simplistic understanding of history
hardly does justice to the real reasons for which the war was fought.
Admittedly, in some sense it was a “challenge to the forces of world civilization,” but not only in the sense taken by the trial judges. There is another
meaning to the war, one that entails the combination of at least two elements.
Internationally, the Greater East Asia War represented an attempt by the
nations of Asia to create a new, pluralistic world order in which the hegemony of modern Western culture and its values would be overthrown, and in
which the inµuence of capitalism and imperialism—the concrete expressions
of Western civilization in Asia—would be replaced by a national commitment
to self-determination and a renewed respect for traditional values. This aspect
of the war was touched on in the Imperial Declaration of War when it stated
that the conµict was being waged for the purposes of self-defense, self-preservation, and the establishment of eternal peace in Asia.
Domestically, the policy of modernization that Japan had pursued since
the time of the Meiji Restoration under such slogans as “Civilization and
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Enlightenment” and “Enrich the Country, Strengthen the Military,” had
succeeded in raising Japan to the level of most industrialized Western nations,
but it had also left in its wake problems like the weakening of traditional culture and ethos and a widening gap between rich and poor, not to mention all
the cultural and psychological turmoil that inevitably accompanies sweeping
social change.
In this sense the challenge against the forces of world civilization was
actually a challenge against the value system of modern civilization as such.
This was seen, in part, as an attempt to create a new value system, one in
which people could ³nd new purpose and a new sense of spiritual integration, and in which society could discover a new basis for stable development.
This aspect of the conµict, referred to as the “domestic war of ideas,” was of
course just as subject to abuse as the military aspect. In particular, the creation of an orthodox “empire-centered” view of history, based on State
Shinto, as a counterfoil to the historical view of the modern West, provided
an ideological foundation for much of the militarist government’s repression
of the Japanese people.
Japan’s conµict in Asia was thus being fought on two fronts: an “internal
war” directed against many of the cultural innovations brought into Japan
during the “Civilization and Enlightenment” of the Meiji era, and an “external war” against the imperialism of the modern West. Together these two
challenges lent symbolic weight to the expression “the overcoming of modernity” in wartime Japan.
The obvious contradictions that this entailed go all the way back to
Japan’s emergence as a modern state. The military strength that allowed
Japan to declare its autonomy and proclaim a distinctly Japanese set of values
was actually an outgrowth of the nation’s drive for modernization. What is
more, in its attempt to overthrow Western imperialism, Japan opted for an
imperialist system of its own based on the historical centrality of the emperor.
Takeuchi takes these questions up in his discussion of the “twofold structure”
of the Greater East Asia War. He distinguishes between Japan’s war with
China and Asian nations, which he sees as an imperialistic invasion, and
Japan’s war with the nations of the West, which he sees as basically an act of
self-defense.
Be that as it may, what is clear is that the war being waged in Asia
entailed a self-contradictory solution to a historical situation that was itself
self-contradictory. The question before us here is how the participants in the
Chðõkõron discussions responded to this conµict and how they interpreted it
in the broader context of world history. Takeuchi locates the signi³cance of
the discussions this way:
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The Kyoto school thinkers were the ones who did the most to put logical order into the three pillars [of wartime thought]: “all-out war,”
“eternal war,” and the “founding ideals of the nation.” Of all the efforts
of the Kyoto school thinkers, the three-part round-table discussions held
by Nishitani, Kõsaka, Suzuki, and Kõyama and subsequently published as
The World-Historical Standpoint and Japan, stand out in particular….
Never during the entire period of the war was a more impeccable explanation given for the Imperial Declaration of War…. Even the Imperial
Way philosophers, who denounced their “philosophy of world history”
and would have ordered the entire Kyoto school rounded up had the
Navy not protected them, were unable to come up with so complete an
explanation.
While “admiring” the “structure” of their philosophical position, Takeuchi
assesses the role it played as thought:
They did not produce an ideology for fascism and the war. All they did
was formulate public ideas, or perhaps we should say interpret them. The
ideological function that this played was due to other causes. Their ideas
did not affect the actual situation.
Takeuchi is thus of the opinion that the round-table discussions—and
the Kyoto school itself—was incapable of developing a system of thought that
might inµuence the course of events, but merely formulated a logical framework for the Imperial Declaration of War. He concludes:
The Kyoto school was able, on paper, to come up with an explanation
for “eternal war,” but it was incapable of really responding to the
issues…. Perhaps it is possible to transcend the “low-level confrontation
between war and peace” through a philosophy of Absolute Nothingness,
at least as long as one stays on the conceptual plane, but that was not
the issue. The real question was: What kind of logic would it take for a
system of thought 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.8
Oketani views the signi³cance of the discussions from a slightly different
perspective:
The round-table discussion was perhaps the ³rst successful attempt to
situate the Greater East Asia War in the developmental context of modern world history. If this dialectic of historical philosophy had limited
itself to the necessary system of world history, it would have amounted to
8
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little more than a kind of relativistic historicism. But these proponents of
the world-historical standpoint, clearly intending to supersede the logic
of historicism, proposed a metaphysic of moralische Energie as historical
self-formation linked to the “eternal now” or to Nishida’s philosophy of
Absolute Nothingness. This system of thought, in which world history
and nation, nation and individual were linked by intimation to something eternal, caused a stir among many Japanese.9
Oketani’s conclusion is that the discussions were an example of “ideas overcome by events, prophecies stumbling into endorsement.” This latter expression alludes to the fact that the ³rst session of the discussions, which took
place a mere thirteen days before the outbreak of hostilities between Japan
and the United States on 8 December 1941, contained utterances that were
later seen to be prophetic of the upcoming conµict.
Takeuchi and Oketani may be correct in characterizing the discussions as
mere “explanation” and their intellectual effect as one of simple “intimation.”
But we have to wonder why it was, at a time when every Japanese intellectual must have been aware of the historical crisis of the nation, that only the
Kyoto school thinkers were able to formulate a rational framework for what
was going on. What does this say about Japan’s other intellectuals? The fact
that they were unable to come up with a logical elucidation of what was, after
all, their own existential plight raises questions about their position as members of Japan’s intelligentsia. The fact that the discussions were able to come
up with a systematic explanation of what was the reality of the times is, in a
certain sense, one of its most essential characteristics, a characteristic that by
itself sets it apart from the activities of the rest of Japan’s intelligentsia. Faced
with a situation in which the destiny of their nation hung in the balance, yet
unable to come up with a reasoned response, some intellectuals joined the
ranks of the ultranationalists with their sentimental appeals to the kami and
the “Japanese spirit.” Others simply refused to get involved and retreated to
the sidelines. Still others wandered about in the intellectual wastelands
between the two positions. The contrast with the standpoint represented by
the Chðõkõron discussions is telling.
Neither Takeuchi nor Oketani gets to this point in their analysis of the
discussions. Their interests are limited to the factual content of the talks and
the inµuence it had on the society at large. But it seems to me that without
some understanding of the “world-historical standpoint” that the four participants were trying to describe, the true intent of their discussions is bound
to be no more than a “paper explanation” or a vague “intimation.”
9
)úÅ Oketani Hideaki, ÅÉ·Pt [An intellectual history of the Shõwa period] (Tokyo:
Bungei Shunjðsha, 1992), 429.
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PHILOSOPHY AT A WORLD-HISTORICAL STANDPOINT

The symposium described its standpoint as “world-historical.” The idea of
“world” the participants had in mind was an objective, universal horizon that
transcends the standpoint of particular nations. This horizon brings about a
scholarship or culture based on humanity and a history that is truly history.
To the extent that a people or nation sees itself in some sense as the center of
the world and the world as a mere periphery (typically this appears as a sense
of ethnic particularity rooted in the myth of a chosen race), that people has
not arrived at a true awareness of itself as subject. For such a people or nation
the “world” is no more than a conceptual abstraction. There is no true Thou
for the I, and hence no understanding of self through other. Where this is the
case, action is not subjective action performed vis-à-vis other subjects, and
there is no possibility of activity responding realistically to objective conditions in the world. The awakening to the subjectivity of the I that can only
come about through a Thou is bound up with an awakening to the “globality”
of the world (i.e., its character as a world). Self-consciousness of the globality of the world is an awakening to a horizon wide enough to transcend the
I and the Thou and yet embrace it (in other words, a world that subsists
objectively in itself). But at the same time it is the self-awareness of the historical world insofar as it awakens to a true inter-subjective I-Thou relationship in the context of a plurality of peoples and nations. The globality of the
world is the locus at which peoples and nations are able to awaken to themselves objectively, and in their activities to awaken to true reality and historicity. This is also the locus at which the possibility of scholarship and
culture based on humanity opens up, a possibility that is realized only insofar
as scholarship and culture appropriate that openness into their very essence.
In conducting the symposium from a “world-historical standpoint,” the
idea of the participants was, in their own unmistakable terms, that “we
needed to position ourselves on a standpoint of a high-level, world-historical
reality that would hold for times of war and times of peace.” From the very
³rst they positioned themselves against the ever more forceful national educational policy of instruction in the idea of Japan as a “land of the Gods”
based on the myth of the “founding of the nation.”10 Their comments make
it clear that they were questioning “an educational policy that developed only
the muscles of Japanese history,” stressing themselves “the need to rewrite
the history of Japan more in terms of world history and political history” and
10
Nishitani commented as follows in the course of a conversation: “About that time I gave a
talk at the high school in Matsumoto where Mutõ Kazuo was teaching. I was suprised at how far
to the right the students had moved, with their talk of Japan as ‘the country of the kami.’ And
not only the students—the teachers, too, found it odd to think of Japan from the standpoint of
the world.”
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to “get a better grasp of the history of Japan by approaching it through historicism.”11 This helps clarify the sense of statements like the following made
in the symposium:
To assume the simple, narrow perspective of national history [a view of
history based exclusively on a Japanese interpretation of the history of
Japan] is to allow unscholarly tendencies to enter in. The standpoint of
world history gives scholarly attention to such things.12
The symposium tries to locate the problem of the Japanese nation in a context where the nation could be seen as a truly subjective nation, and to think
about history from a position in which history could be seen as history in the
true sense. This was what it meant by its “world-historical standpoint.”
At this point another dif³culty arises. Insofar as the world-historical
standpoint stops at an objective, universal view of the world’s “globality,” it
fails to provide a standpoint from which to relate, in truly subjective manner,
to the individual history and conditions of the participants’ own particular
country, Japan. Here the general question of culture and nation comes into
the picture, engaging the intelligentsia in a fundamental and existential way as
citizens of a particular country. The criticisms leveled against the symposium
that it was the “speculative philosophy” of “standers-by” cut to the bone of
the world-historical standpoint.
In connection with the problem of “philosophy’s leadership in the present,” the symposium argued that the creation of a “new image of the world”
in line with the world-historical situation of the present moment was possible
for a philosophy “pushed into being by historicism,” namely “a philosophy of
world history mediated by the study of world history.”13 In other words, the
kind of philosophical leadership that was needed, they insisted, was not a
“metaphysics of world history” that treated history from the start as an ideal
to be treated at an idealistic level, but a philosophical ideal shaped by a spirit
of learning that throws itself without reserve into the inner recesses of historical reality, and out of those inner recesses of the dynamics of history comes
to a self-awareness coincident at all points with the historical manifestations
of history.14 The idea of being “pushed by historicism” obviously means more
than being caught in super³cial descriptions of historical “facts,” but also
more than the further step of viewing history in terms of an inner “meaning”
of the facts that gives provisional unity to the wealth of data. It means push11

CK, 73–4.

12

CK, 82.

13

CK, 94–9.

14

“Philosophy must be mediated through historical reality.” CK, 94.
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ing ahead to a historical “ideal” that penetrates beneath the realm of the factual to the ground of historical facts, where it effects a greater unity and
hence provides leadership. Such an ideal cannot be grasped through a mere
objective knowledge of the facts. It is, rather, an ideal that comes to birth in
the self-awareness of the subject from the inner recesses of its own activity as
it tries, from within the historical world, to create a new history by breaking
through the relationships among historical facts. In this sense philosophy,
under the pressure of history, pursues a consciousness of history all the way to
the creation of a historical ideal. A “world-historical philosophy” would then
consist in the historical praxis of bringing a world-historical ideal of the world
to the clarity of self-awareness. Only when the world-historical standpoint at
which nation is perceived truly as nation and history as history begins to function as a world-historical philosophy in the retrieval of the dynamic of world
history from its own inner recesses to the light of self-awareness, can we speak
of a standpoint that has grasped the life of the globality of the world as it is,
at its most elemental and most truly real.15
What does it mean to speak of universality in the academic discipline of
such a world-historical philosophy? Simply put, it is not an abstract, conceptual universality but a concrete (actual) and practical (subjective) one.
Scholarship and culture, as we said, are rooted in a “world” that surpasses
and yet embraces the I and the Thou. They become concrete in each individual person living in the world cultivating herself or himself from within. In
this sense scholarship and culture are truest to themselves when they are
through and through historical, which means fully speci³c (in the ethnic
sense) and objective, and at the same time fully subjective. The true essence
of scholarship and culture requires breaking through a mere abstract universality that transcends individuals, races, and nations to an actual selfembodying cultivation of the inner dynamic that permeates individual, race,
and nation. Any scholarship and culture that does no more than make direct
ties between individuals and the world, reducing ethnic groups and nations to
a level where intellectual activity is satis³ed with merely “standing by,” only
betrays its own abstractness and lack of thoroughness, sinking in effect to the
level of the lowest common denominator.
In a preface added when the discussions were published as a book, the
participants reply to the complaint that the discussions had “lacked Japanese
subjectivity” by making it clear that they “were trying to expose, in logical
fashion, the self-righteous and dogmatic quality that do not belong in the
subjectivity of Japan”:
15
“The philosophy of world history is the unfolding of the very ideal of the world, a
clari³cation of its genealogy.” CK, 178–9.
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At bottom, the reference we make to world-historical necessity is not
merely a matter of natural inevitability, but of a subjective necessity that
is unfolded through the self-awareness and praxis of Japanese subjectivity,
and at the same time carries the added signi³cance of a world-historical
ought.
In the preface, they also reply to the criticism that the symposium had “glamorized the reality of Japan” by taking the same standpoint of historical subjectivity:
We ourselves believe that the truth of Japan is gradually unfolding
through the Greater East Asia War. We are, moreover, convinced that
through the praxis of that truth, distortions of reality are being corrected.
At ³rst glance, the remainder of their response to criticisms might be
seen as a statement in support of the war. But as before, their references to
the “truth of Japan” relate to the moral obligations of Japan that coincide
with the ought of world history. At present that moral obligation lay in overcoming modern Western civilization (the capitalism and imperialism based
on a scienti³c-mechanistic culture), which the realities of world history were
showing to have been a dead-end, and in its place creating a new, true culture. As a country that digested modern civilization while managing to hold
on to a traditional culture of its own, quite different from that of the West,
Japan was charged with the “world-historical task” of using modernity to
overcome modernity. Fully conscious of this task, Japan had therefore to
muster its moralische Energie in the service of correcting its own imperialistic
tendencies and breaking the unilateral world dominion of the imperialism of
Europe and America. It had to exert itself in the construction of a new “pluralistic world order” that would “have a place for each and every people.”
The “truth of Japan” lay precisely in the ful³llment of that task.
The details of this idea I will leave for later. For the moment, it is enough
to be clear about the fact that as far as the radical engagement of scholarship
was concerned, the members of the symposium understood the duty of the
intellectual to consist in correcting distortions of reality brought about by the
implementation of the truth of Japan. This need for a deeper involvement of
scholarship in history is present in the call among the participants, each from
his own standpoint, for “more philosophy to be done” in the particular sciences. Only the radical engagement of a world-historical standpoint functioning clearly as a world-historical philosophy can generate an “explanation”
of what is morally acceptable in a time of historical crisis such as Japan was
facing. If this be no more than a “paper solution,” at least it should suggest a
radical intellectual standpoint cut to the measure of a “world-historical philosophy.”
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BACKGROUND TO THE DISCUSSIONS

Before presenting a synopsis of the actual contents of the “philosophy of
world history,” a brief review of the historical circumstances surrounding the
round-table discussion seems in order. The ³rst real attempt to clarify the
background of the discussion was made by Õshima Yasumasa of Tsukuba
University thirty years ago. A disciple of the Kyoto philosopher Tanabe
Hajime, Õshima was in charge of clerical affairs for a “secret organization”
formed, at the request of the Japanese Navy, within the Department of
Philosophy of the Kyoto Imperial University. It was members from this
group that took part in the Chðõkõron discussions.
Õshima’s article appeared only two decades after the war. Why did none
of the four actual participants, all of whom were still alive at the time, ever
attempt to answer the attacks against them? In spite of the fact that after the
war newly formed left-wing groups publicly censured them as war criminals,
and that all of them were banned from public employment by the
Occupation authorities, none of them “attempted to offer excuses for his
actions; they all accepted dismissal without comment or complaint.”
In the climate of postwar Japan any attempt of theirs to explain the simplest facts about the discussions would probably have been taken as hypocritical posturing. To some extent this climate is still with us today. The four
therefore kept silence, entrusting to history the ³nal judgment for what they
had said and done. Perhaps, too, their silence represented a desire to share
somehow in the fate met by those of their students who had been driven to
the battle³elds to die.
This question was touched on in one of the short memorial pieces written on the occasion of Nishitani’s death in 1990. The author, Doi Michiko,
was a long-time student of Nishitani and aware of the various political
intrigues that had led to his being purged from Kyoto University after the
war. When she pressed him to set the record straight and explain the facts of
his wartime activities, he responded sharply: “What are you talking about? So
many of my friends and students died. Do you really think I could do that?”16
Like the others, he put his hand over his mouth and left the interpretation of
the discussions to the intellectual current of the day. As it turns out, this was
something they had all anticipated.
According to Õshima, the “secret organization” referred to was formed
in response to a request by the Japanese Navy six months before the attack on
Pearl Harbor. The Navy’s aim was to restrain the Army from its reckless escalation of the war and to avoid conµict between Japan and America. “At the
16
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time,” writes Õshima, “the civilian authorities no longer had the power to
control the Army. The Navy was the only hope.” But the Navy lacked the
Army’s political clout, and there were a number of of³cers among its ranks
sympathetic to the position of the Army. Unable to present a uni³ed front,
the Navy moderates decided to utilize public opinion as a potential ally.
Why did they turn to the Kyoto Imperial University Department of
Philosophy ? One reason was the wide inµuence of the Kyoto school, whose
chief representatives, Nishida Kitarõ and Tanabe Hajime, were held in high
regard not only in the Japanese intellectual world but among the general
public as well. Furthermore, both Nishida and Tanabe had voiced serious
apprehensions about Japan’s sudden turn toward militarism. Nishida was in
retirement in Kamakura, absorbed in his studies and writing, but was still
considered by the majority of Japanese to be the thinker best quali³ed to formulate a response to the historical impasse Japan had come to. This very
esteem for Nishida had already led to an attempt to co-opt his ideas as a way
to tighten intellectual control on the people at large. Meantime, other more
radically nationalistic elements perceived his inµuence as a threat, and
launched an all-out attack against his views on Japanese tradition, culture,
and nationhood.
Another reason for the Navy’s selection of the Kyoto philosophers, Õshima suggests, has to do with the former prime minister Konoe Fumimaro
(1891-1945), who by virtue of noble birth had always been at the center of
political power and who, as a philosophically minded student at Kyoto
Imperial University, had known Nishida personally. It was thus hoped, even
in some quarters of the Kyoto school, that Nishida might somehow persuade
Konoe, and through him the very centers of Japanese power, to turn the
country in the direction of peace:
Many in the Kyoto Department of Philosophy, particularly Tanabe, felt
that Nishida could help convince Konoe to put a stop to the excesses of
the Army. Tanabe even wrote a letter to Konoe, which he hoped to have
Nishida transmit to him. Nishida, however, had little hope for Konoe.
“Konoe is a court noble,” he said at the time. “Court nobles are by
nature indecisive and one can’t rely on them.” Quite as Nishida had foreseen, Konoe ended up being pushed around by the Army.17
In any event, the “secret organization” held quiet meetings once or
twice a month. Among the meetings were those later published as the
Chðõkõron round-table discussions. According to Õshima, the main theme
of the ³rst session, which took place on 26 November 1941, was “How to
17
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avoid war (with the United States).”18 By the time the discussion had found
its way into print, however, the ³ghting had already broken out, and the participants’ words were seen by most readers as having been a forewarning of
the upcoming conµict. Õshima notes that the change in circumstances meant
shifting the theme of the secret meetings to “How to bring the war to a
favorable end as soon as possible, in a way rationally acceptable to the
Army.”19 Obviously the participants selected their themes on the basis of the
historical trends of the time, hoping somehow through their discussions to
nudge those trends in a certain direction. With those historical transitions
behind us now and only the words on paper before us, it is not hard to see
how Oketani can see in them “ideas overcome by events, prophecies stumbling into endorsement.”
As noted earlier, those of the secret discussions that were printed in the
Chðõkõron needed to be veiled in two or three layers of cloth in order to disguise their true intent from the Army. “All of the rather extensive criticism of
Tõjõ Hideki was expurgated,” writes Õshima, “as was all censure of the
Army.” The impression this expurgation leaves, he concludes, was one of
total support for the war effort among the Kyoto school thinkers.20
Even so, these precautions were to little avail. The Army had no use for
the Kyoto school to begin with, and as the war drew closer to an end it began
to exert pressure in various ways on the the school’s thinkers. Even Nishida,
on Tõjõ’s orders, was investigated by the military police.21 Õshima suggests
two main reasons for the Army’s antipathy:
1. The Kyoto school emphasized the standpoint of the philosophy of history, and attempted to steer the war in that direction.
2. The Kyoto school thinkers were unlike certain other intellectuals who,
while ridiculing the government in private, wrote clever praise for
public consumption. Such behavior rubbed the Kyoto thinkers the
wrong way. In both the good sense and the bad, there was something
quixotic about these Kyoto thinkers.22
The Kyoto school thinkers, intending to reform the system through a new
idea of history, conducted their analyses of the government and the war from
within the system. They remained committed to this position throughout the
18
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war, both as citizens of Japan and as scholars determined to establish a genuinely meaningful academic response to the country’s situation. Õshima
notes that they kept a serious eye even on the ideas of the far right, refusing
to the very end to yield to cynicism about the nation or people of Japan. This
was that “something quixotic” that proved to be their undoing.
As already mentioned in passing, the political pressure by the Army and
right wing continued after the publication of The World-Historical
Standpoint and Japan in March 1943, resulting in an all but total muzzling
of the press from June of that year with regard to the ideas of the Kyotoschool thinkers. Õshima says that the secret meetings continued, with the discussions from the end of 1944 until just before the surrender in 1945
focusing on how to handle the postwar situation. The fate of the emperor
system was of particular concern. Tanabe’s view that “the Emperor should
be regarded as a symbol of Absolute Nothingness” was met with “general
approval” by the participants.23

A SYNOPSIS OF THE DISCUSSIONS

To complement the foregoing remarks centered on the philosophical consequences of the world-historical standpoint of the Chðõkõron discussions, I
would like to offer a simpli³ed outline of the main questions taken up in each
of the three discussions. It is worth noting at the outset that in addition to
the deliberate camouµaging of certain ideas referred to earlier, each of the
discussions had its own hidden agenda not always visible to the reader. As far
as possible, I shall present my summary in the actual vocabulary of the participants.
First Session, 26 November 1941
The ³rst session, which was held shortly before Japan initiated armed hostilities with America, had as its hidden agenda the avoidance of just such an
occurrence. In fact, there is no mention of the expansion of the war effort in
the printed text. One only ³nds oblique statements such as the following:
The Paci³c problem is a central issue for world government today. The
reason it is so important is not simply because of the pressure of time but
also because of its historical nature.24
These are the only sort of comments made. Despite this “skirting” of the war
question, the claim is made that if the Paci³c problem and the new global
23
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situation are to be understood, it can only be in a world-historical perspective
that takes into account their profound cultural consequences. In this sense
the title of the opening session, “The World-Historical Standpoint and
Japan,” may be read as its hidden agenda.
To begin with, the current world situation is introduced with an allusion
to the German historian Erich Brandenburg (1868–1946), who remarks in
his Europe and the World that in the true sense of the word the twentieth
century marks the beginning of history. This is seen in the emergence of the
League of Nations and the formation of nations outside of Europe but with
the same rights, the outcome of which is that Europe is now only one particular region or cultural sphere and that a true world history is in the making.
The present age, bearing within itself this heightened “signi³cance of the
world,” begins as an age of analysis, of “self-criticism and self-examination.”
This “world situation” is tied to the “crisis consciousness” of Europe
brought about by the fact of having to “step outside of its accustomed position of viewing the world from the standpoint of Europe.” In contrast,
Japan’s “consciousness of world history” is characterized by a “will to renewal.”
The grounds for such differences of world-historical consciousness are to
be seen in world history itself. Previously Europe had taken a “unilateral
standpoint” and looked on Asia as merely a resource for its own activities.
For Japan as an Asian country, however, Europe’s activities stimulated its
own activity. From the start its attitude was that of an “I-Thou relationship.”
Present differences between Japan and Europe in world-historical consciousness thus stem from their different ways of experiencing the same world and
world history. The origin of the difference—in other words, the source of the
strength that lay behind Europe’s posture of superiority towards Asia—can be
traced to Europe’s actual role of leadership in world history, where we are
able to discover something in European culture that gave it universal applicability, namely the foundation of a culture on the spirit of scienti³c positivism. This superiority took over the regional cultural sphere of Europe.
But the worldwide spread of this modern scienti³c (mechanistic) civilization and its new methods of production and capital-generation gave rise
to two far-reaching consequences. First, it increased the dependency of
Europe on its Asian colonial holdings; second, it put in the hands of those
countries that took in the new civilization and means of production the same
kinds of power. Meanwhile, within Europe the development of a mechanized
civilization on the one hand and the human spirit on the other gave rise to a
fundamental split that tore the culture down the middle, a split that we see
crystallized in the “problem of science and religion.”
This is the origin of the world situation today, which has broken free of
the Eurocentric perspective and sees the world as a world. This cannot be
understood merely as a crisis or a question of self-defense; it has rather to be
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seen as “renewal of the world.” For such a renewal to be completed, “the
will to mere subjective renewal” is not enough. What is called for is not a
perspective that seeks to explain history in terms of a transhistorical principle
like, for example, God. Its footings must be objective enough to keep the
facts of world history ever-present before us. In order for it to become a “perspective of renewal,” it must cultivate a keen insight into historical realities
and enter deeply into European historicism and pursue that historicism radically until it uncovers at the ground of history itself the absolute fountainhead
from which to animate and direct history. This is the kind of standpoint,
“surpassing historicism by way of historicism” on the way to a “new historicism,” that is needed.
Viewed in this light, the East Asian view of history and the world operates on different principles, and within East Asia there is a different “historical consciousness” in China from that found in Japan. One does not in
general see in European views what one sees in Asia, beginning with China,
namely a “consciousness of the world that includes a multitude of nations
and peoples” and a view of history as “working through the interrelation of a
plurality of centers.” We see this, for instance, in the Chinese idea that “the
nation is the world” (ú4³B). Here “heaven” or “the will of heaven” functions as a transcendent metaphysical principle, such that even though the
actual dynasty may change, a universal, unchanging, transcending principle
lives on. In East Asia, therefore, one does not in general ³nd the fall into relativism or skepticism that has become the crisis of historicism, or even an idea
of “development” in which principles themselves unfold and advance historically. Instead we see, as in the case of China, a sense of history as ³xed.
Already from ancient times Japan, which has lived historically through
ties to China and Korea, had “a view of history unlike that of the Japanese of
today, one which opened up from national [Japan-centered] history to
include at the same time world history.” Given this background, the historical consciousness of the Japanese does not land itself in the crisis of historicism “but may be thought to function developmentally, through renewal.”
This approach seems suited to think through the idea of a world “with a plurality of centers.” A principle is being called for that can preserve the unity of
a “world” while allowing for this pluralism, that can see history as truly history with its “continuity in discontinuity and discontinuity in continuity,” a
principle different from that of Europe, one that “makes possible a new historicism.” Such a principle requires “an absolute nothingness.”25 Such a principle would provide the “historical potential” for advancing towards a
renewal of history that would mediate a union of many centers.
25
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As for just what this potential might consist in, the concept of moralische
Energie was advanced. The idea came from Leopold von Ranke
(1795–1886), who used it to explain what it was that France lacked, causing
it to be defeated. “History is moved not only by the forces of economics and
learning. There is a more subjective, more concrete life-energy in a people,”
and this is what is called moralische Energie.26 This is not the same as what the
French thinker Joseph Arthur Gobineau (1816–1882) referred to as “purity
of blood.” “Moralische Energie does not refer to an individual or personal
morality, nor is it a matter of a purity of blood.” It is a power “concentrated
in the ‘people of a country’ culturally and politically,” in a people subjectively self-determined.27 Manifestations of this power include war, which may be
called “the counterattack of a healthy life.”
As soon as one mentions the word war it is immediately thought to
entail something immoral, as if war and ethics were eternally disconnected from one another. This is an entirely formalistic idea of ethics.
But that only shows how far real moral energy has already dried up. As
Ranke and others have said, moral energy is present in the midst of war.28
The new world history in the making needs to be ³xed to this kind of
moralische Energie. “Japan is being called on by the world to discover such a
principle….This is the historical necessity that has been set on its shoulders.”29 Here and now that means that Japan needs to clarify the moral meaning of the war being waged against Manchuria and China. “This does not
mean asking whether that signi³cance was present from the start or not. It is
rather a question of the new creation and endowment of our activities from
now on.” This self-conscious activity of ours is “the creation of a world in the
eternal now.”30
Such were the main points covered during the ³rst session of the discussions. It concluded with a brief discussion on America.31 “Europeans are in
the habit of carrying around a heady notion of America as shallow. This has
no doubt inµuenced us as well.” The “heretofore lack of attention by
Japanese historians to America” is “fundamentally due to the traditional
inµuence of European historical studies.” Today, however, there is a great
interest in America from the viewpoint of the study of world history and there
is a need to “rethink somewhat our one-sided judgment of its shallowness.”
26

CK, 101–2.

27

CK, 107.

28

CK, 102.

29

CK, 126.

30

CK, 124–8.

31

CK, 119–24.

306

THE CHÐÕKÕRON DISCUSSIONS

The discussion about America belongs clearly to the hidden agenda of
this ³rst meeting. Õshima writes in this regard:
In the opening discussion, the awareness that by some stroke of fate war
had so far been averted was in the corner of everyone’s mind.
At the time the feeling was that if it came to war, the Americans,
lacking the yamato-damashii (ØÉÓ) of the Japanese, would fear for
their lives and quickly surrender. America was perceived as a country
where the women were proud, and where, if they were against the war,
the country would be defeated. This was the unrealistic idea that the
numbskulled soldiers in the Army carried around with them. Part of the
aim of the discussion was to warn that they should know their enemy
well before going to war.32
Second Session, 4 March 1942
The basic difference between the ³rst discussion and the last two was the fact
that the ³rst had been held before the war with America, and the others after.
The hidden agenda of these later discussions, as indicated earlier, was “how
to bring the war to a favorable end as soon as possible, in a way rationally
acceptable to the Army.” This is clear in the title of the second discussion,
“The Moral and Historical Nature of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity
Sphere.”
In the light of the “history-making power” of moralische Energie , the
participants tried to shift the nature of the war from something aggressive to
a defense of the Lebensraum and the actualization of a “world-historical
ideal.” The whole attempt was surely no more than tilting at windmills.
Õshima recounts an episode of interest here. A Tokyo intellectual asked him
con³dentially at the time, “But are they really serious? Don’t they see how
their actions are jeopardizing their futures? Wouldn’t it be better for them
just to keep silent?” Õshima took the question was an admonition spoken in
good faith, but reµects, “They were really serious and struggling to put the
war on a moral track.”33
The question of morality is present from the very opening comment of
the second discussion:
There is a sense in which the China Incident was a moral struggle. In
particular, when we come to the present Greater East Asia War, this
struggle broadens out into a struggle between the morality of the East
32
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and the morality of the West…. The question is which morality carries
greater weight for the future in world history.
Just what is this new morality of the East? “The concrete shape will emerge
from a world-historical standpoint,” unlike previous moral philosophy,
including Kant’s, which had consisted in a transcendental ethic detached
from history. The problem is that “A nation cannot take shape in isolation
from ethics.” In the new stage of world history where peoples and nations
will be the central issue, “history and ethics will be inextricably bound together.”34 This “bond” is rooted in the world-historical turning point of today.
It is a response to the “cry from within history,” to the “world-historical
ought,” that echoes up from the depths of historical reality. “It is a morality
driven out into the open by historical necessity,” and in that sense it must be
mediated by a relationship between a positivistic, world-historical standpoint
and a philosophy of world history concerned with the ideal. At the same time,
“an ethic cannot be an ethic unless it mediates between both poles.”35
The question that world history raises for us today is the problem of pluralism or the construction of a “pluralistic world order.” The ought that
emerges from the reality of world history is “³nding a place for all countries.”
“The basis of Japan’s leadership in East Asia lies in its consciousness of this
world-historical vocation.” This “self-awareness” of Japan is one with the
“vitality” of moral energy. Through it the Japanese can become a “worldhistorical people of the present.” Unlike the old ideal of “simply expanding
oneself through the whole wide world,” the vocation entrusted to a worldhistorical people is “to renew the order of the world while recognizing the
subjectivity of the other.”36
In actuality, this self-conscious activity of the Japanese cannot avoid
clashing with traditional Chinese thought. There is an “East Asian tragedy”
in the fact that Japan and China were not really able to work together. In
Japan’s actions, “a problem remains that cannot be resolved simply by yielding the point about an imperialistic invasion.” And that problem is, “Why
[did Japan] protect China from being partitioned?” In this regard a kind of
“unclarity” remains on the Japanese side as well, “something stemming from
the limitation of Japan’s world-historical position.” There is no denying the
“backwardness of Japan’s economy and its dependency on Europe and
America.” At the same time, “the sad fact remains that had it not pursued this
course, Japan would have lacked the necessary strength as a nation actually to
prevent the partitioning of China.” At the same time, “in the world-historical
34
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position that it occupied at the time, Japan did not have a clear enough
understanding of itself to stand up in the very midst of the world, as a worldhistorical people, and set about creating a new world.” As a result, there is no
point to glossing over the past or dragging it down in the dirt. What Japan
had to do is “acknowledge it for what it was.” Only then can the Japanese
people themselves, “in clear awareness [of their historical vocation], come to
terms with the unclarity in their consciousness of the past.” The possibility
must be considered, therefore, that “in order for Japan to proceed with the
construction of a Greater East Asia order, what is true must rise to the surface
straight out of the roots.”37
How can the moral obligation of “³nding a place for all countries” come
about? This entails both “the profound problem of mediation among peoples” as well as that of the “wider sphere” of life activity. This latter problem
is also a matter of historical necessity. In the aftermath of the worldwide
recession (1929–1931) brought about by the essential dead-end of liberal
economics, England began an economics of preferential blocs through the
Ottawa Agreement of 1932, and Japan tried to follow suit. The problem was
that this entailed “a certain excessive inattention to ethnic and moral ideals.”
In this context, “the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere cannot be
thought of merely in terms of resources.” The need to “³nd a place for all
countries” also comes into the picture.38 The standpoint of Japan, in which
world-historical consciousness was primary, not only differed from the standpoint of Nazism and fascism, both of which were fundamentally lacking such
a perspective,39 it also differed from the spirit of the Treaty of Versailles,
which championed the ideal of atom-like ethnic states in which each people
was free to determine itself.
But how was such a collaborative, mutual co-prosperity among autonomous and independent peoples and nations to be achieved? This is where
“Japan’s special vocation” comes in. With the exception of Japan, the peoples
of Greater East Asia did not measure up to the high-level culture of the peoples and nations that formed Europe but were “by and large low-level
peoples.” Japan, on the basis of the position entrusted to it by history, carried
the responsibility of “awakening each people to its ethnic self-awareness and
converting each one into an autonomous active force.”40
The root of the morality of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere
lies in passing on to each people the moralische Energie of Japan, raising
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their spiritual level to a height where they can cooperate with Japan, and
in this way setting up a moral relationship among different ethnic peoples
that can support the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.41
This kind of concrete inter-ethnic ethics is recognizable in the “household
(B) spirit” that has been cultivated in Japan. The parent-child relationship in
the household can apply to the relationships among peoples that the present
stage of history requires. We have to think of the same kind of education that
is given to children to raise them into independent persons. At the same time,
the basis of this must be an “existential relationship” that transcends the ties
between parent and child—a relationship resembling that between a married
couple. The new meaning being given to the phrase “All the world under
one roof” (k‚s”) can only be based on such a spirit. “Is not what is needed
today a relationship of educational guidance between parent and child that
rests on the cornerstone of an inviolable, existential bond?”42
If the world is searching for such a new order, this means that the order
of nation-society of Japan itself must take on a newer and more suitable form
as well. In other words, the Japanese themselves need to cast aside their old
structures and take on new ones. “The present war has this moral character,”
and therefore “we must always bear in mind that if that moral dimension is
absent, the danger is that the war will sink to the level of a mere war over
resources or a war of colonial competition.”43
Commenting on this second discussion, summarized in the foregoing,
Õshima writes:
In the end, sensing the moral responsibility that lay with the Army, their
aim was to call back the voice of reason from within themselves and with
that open the way to a speedy conclusion.44
Third Session, 24 November 1942
The hidden agenda of the third session was the same as that of the second.
But the historical situation in the background, namely the war, was undergoing great changes. At the time of the previous discussion, the sphere of
inµuence of the Japanese military was still on the increase. But in June 1942,
six months before the third session, the Japanese Navy had suffered a major
defeat at the hands of America at Midway. With that defeat, Japan’s military
expansion came to a halt and the road to defeat lay ahead.
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Given this backdrop, the theme of the third of the Chðõkõron discussions, “The Philosophy of All-Out War,” must have been a particularly burning issue for the participants. But the choice of the topic was not made with
an eye to providing a new philosophical basis for an idea of “all-out war” presented to suit the pressing force of circumstances. Rather, they intended to
draw a clear contrast between the idea of “total war” (totale Krieg) centered
on military might alone on the one hand, and the war going on in Europe
and the Paci³c, which was rather an “all-out” war (Generalmobilisierungskrieg) that entailed a state ideology as well as a view of the world. Their aim
was to clarify the world-historical nature and content of the Greater East Asia
War. Once again, we let the participants express themselves in their own
words.
“In most cases, there is a deep inner relationship between war and the
structure of history in each age,” but the war being waged at present cannot
be treated in terms of the history of war and strategy up to now. Its essential
new character cannot be grasped with past models. For what is going on in
the war today is “a change in worldview being mediated by war.” It is not
only a “philosophical war” but one that has a world-historical character:
“Nations structured on the bourgeois, capitalistic order are collapsing. The
worldview of modernity is being destroyed.” “Does this not call for a unique
mode of war hitherto unseen, an all-out war in which the structure of society
changes, the structure of the nation changes, and the very way the world is
viewed changes?” In this sense, “it is an all-out war waged at the point that
modernity has come to a dead-end; it is a war to overcome modernity.” This
is why a “national defense state” is also called for.45
In the sense that the current war represents a transition from the worldview of modernity to that of the present day, it may be called a “conµict
between one order and another.” If it is an all-out war that signi³es a complete revolution of all systems of order in the world, it is a grave mistake to
think of it as “a phenomenon of temporary adjustments.” Rather, it must be
thought of as “a war that has welled up from the deepest recesses of history,
superseding the distinction between peacetime and wartime.” Accordingly,
there is no question of returning to peace as before once the hostilities have
ended. Everything is in transition to a new and different order. In this sense,
“the constructive core of the war as such makes it impossible to distinguish
between a phase of war and a phase of construction.” This “construction in
the midst of struggle, struggle in the midst of construction” is the new mode
of all-out war. It is therefore “necessary to built up a war system from a basis
that runs along beneath wartime and peacetime.46
45
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As a war that is essentially a war of ideas, the outcome of the present war
will be decided “when the enemy concedes to our idea of a new order.” But,
in order to conduct an all-out war, it is not just a matter of persuading
the enemy to accept the new order. The ideas, economics, government,
and education within the country also need to be elevated above the
standpoint of the old order of thought to that new order. Only then
does the unlimited advantage of all-out war appear.47
Such “persuasion” is not won from a position of vengeance against the invasion, expropriation, and tyranny wrought on Asia by Europe and America.
Such an attitude is out of character with the great ideal of an “imperial war.”
Rather, what is necessary is “the construction of an idea that will persuade the
whole world, including the enemy: a manifestation of true moral purpose.” It
means stepping beyond the standpoint of good and evil that seeks the “salvation of the sins and failings of the other” to a “standpoint under the guidance
of Mah„y„na [Buddhism],” and in this way coming to “the Japanese character and Japanese spirit that the present war of ideas is supposed to have.”48
Domestically, meantime, what must be built up is a “high-level integration”
of the three dimensions of “economics, government, and ethics and
thought”—government guiding economics, morals and thought guiding
government—in order to rehabilitate the fragmented and scattered standpoint of modernity so that “each part can have its place and be given full
play.” In short, “the chief burden of leadership is to direct others to an allout, creative spring to action, in other words to an élan.”49
True all-out war is not the “all-out war of the nation” that the government talks about. It must be an “all-out war of the Co-Prosperity Sphere.” In
other words, “The all-out war that Japan is running must be an all-out war
run by the Co-Prosperity Sphere. Only then will the all-out war reach its
turning point.” This means that “the self-awareness and con³rmation of its
own subjectivity is all-important for the Co-Prosperity Sphere.” For a race or
nation to think of itself as something ³xed is nonhistorical. They are “always
and everywhere fundamentally mediated” in the sense of being “shaped as a
Co-Prosperity Sphere.”
“Just as the Korean people at present have entered into Japan in a completely subjective fashion,” so, too, “it is necessary to have a broader understanding of what it means to be a people (WŸ).” This kind of “Co-Prosperity
Sphere” thinking is latent in the East from ancient times, as for instance in
the case of Chin, which was a country without ³xed borders. In contrast, the
47
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“Atlantic Charter” that Roosevelt and Churchill have proclaimed is no more
than an af³rmation of an old order that opens the door to the self-determinism
of peoples and free trade. “The self-determinism of peoples and imperialism
are at bottom two sides of the same shield.” If this is freedom, it is a freedom
that implies free competition and nonintervention. It becomes no more than
an open melee for the “survival of the ³ttest,” which will end in an inequality of rights. “The very same principle of liberalism gives rise, on the one
hand, to a self-determinism of peoples and a colonial imperialism that contradict one another; and on the other, to an abstract morality and rule by the
powers-that-be.” In this way, “even as the nations of Europe and America
preach freedom, equality, and brotherhood and seek a way for the selfdeterminism of peoples, in the end these things only continue to feed their
own imperialism and interventionism.” This “ethical dividedness” is the
“greatest malady of modern Europe.” This is the basic contradiction in the
standpoint of modern democracy, with its af³rmation of the arbitrary freedom of the individual as central. The only order one can conceive in these
terms is one that protects freedoms by the mutual limitation of freedoms. But
from the viewpoint of “humanity” and “peoples,” this kind of freedom is
merely abstract and formal, with the result that the stronger continue to prey
on the weaker in ever more underhanded ways.50
The English term “co-prosperity” does not carry the sense of what Japan
means by the Co-Prosperity Sphere. It means “sharing moral honor in common.” In order to respond in moral fashion to the world-historical ought of
“³nding a place for all countries,” we might take up the suggestion of the
Dutch cultural historian Johan Huizinga (1872–1945). In order to save
Europe from its critical dilapidation, he argues for a “new ascesis,” which,
unlike the old world-negating asceticism, is oriented to overcoming the self,
to a “purifying of the spirit.” Such an ascesis—a higher consciousness gained
by denying mere utility and hedonism—must spread to the people at large.
“A culture puri³ed through people that have undergone their own internal
puri³cation,” born of a standpoint “that transcends wartime and peacetime,”
is the only way to a new spirit capable of fundamentally overcoming “the
ideas of Anglo-Saxon democracy and a view of life as mere prospering.”51
Working from such a spirit, it is possible to build a true “national-defense
state” able to withstand today’s war of ideas.
The moral activity that µows from such a puri³ed spirit “is of course
something done by the individual, but it is not only something done but
something that must be done because it is right.” It culminates in “non-ego,
no-self.” This kind of “subjectivity of non-ego” extends beyond the self50
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awareness of the individual to set up a truly effective structure in the common
workplace of “acting that diminishes ego.” In other words, it is important
that this self-awareness of the individual be “objecti³ed in an institution that
³ts it to a T.” In particular, this objective is clearest when persons in positions
of leadership exercise their responsibilities in a “subjectivity of non-ego.” “It
is mere insolence for the nation and its people not to aim for this higher
standpoint, but only to think of the grandeur of that affair [the aims and
motives for the war].”52
The term world-historical should be taken less as an emotive phrase than
as a reµective one. In this sense, we must give this term a fuller meaning
and intellectual depth. This is the duty of the academic.53

BY WAY OF CONCLUSION

These discussions by four young scholars of Kyoto Imperial University expressed their idea of a “philosophy of world history” from a “world-historical
standpoint.” This represented not only a challenge to face squarely and to
uproot the contradictions in the history of the modern Japanese nation, but
also a challenge aimed at clarifying and resolving, in world-historical terms,
the radical contradictions of the modern world that history has brought to
light. This explains their decision to entitle the ³rst session, and also the ³nal
volume, The World-Historical Standpoint and Japan. If there is one idea that
captures the thoughts and claims made in the discussions, it is the idea of
ful³lling the historical vocation of building a new and plural world order by
raising consciousness of moralische Energie.
For those so intoxicated with the emotionalism of the “land of the
Gods” that they had lost their perspective on where world history is going
and what Japan’s place in history is, this talk of a world-historical standpoint
must have been like a bucket of cold water on their heads. For those who
barely managed to maintain their sense of self-dignity and preserve their pride
as intellectuals, the ringing out of a philosophy of world history must have
reverberated with an irritating echo in their ears.
Were the participants “nationalistic” for having preached “Japan as the
point at which a new world has come to consciousness,” and “glamorized”
the actions of Japan? If the term nationalist is used for persons who, out of
love for their country, take the fate of their country on their own shoulders,
exert themselves to the limit in order that the actions of their country and its
life and death might be decided morally, then nationalists they were. To be
52
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sure, they asserted that “there is a moral energy within war” and that “war is
the most vital force in history.” But does casting aside all sense of moral pride
and thinking only of one’s own tranquility really provide a stable raison d’être
for the individual, let alone for an entire people or nation?
Are they nationalists because they claimed that Japan is the leading country in East Asia, and that “through its positive participation in the modern
world Japan took over the truth of modernity and was able to see through its
mistakes,” thus putting them in a position of leadership to rank the various
peoples of East Asia according to their respective degree of modernization
and to “Japanize certain of the peoples within the Greater East Asia CoProsperity Sphere”? There is no question that they spoke of “Japanizing the
Koreans” and said nothing of “Koreanizing the Japanese.” Even if we grant
that this shows an excess in the aim of realizing a “co-prosperous” autonomy
and independence for the peoples of East Asia through a show of strength
against the imperialist countries of the West, at the same time, it has to be
read as a claim for the need to defeat “the existing Western way of viewing
world history in terms of stages of development.” It is an uncompromising
assertion of the construction of a new, pluralistic world order, the formation
of a Co-Prosperity Sphere in which peoples and nations exist in fundamental
and mutual mediation in every respect. On this point, there is something
incomplete about their overcoming of the modern West’s view of world
history. One cannot but feel here the “nationalism” of Japanese self-esteem.
For all its incompleteness, the standpoint and statements of the
Chðõkõron discussions remain from start to ³nish an appeal to the reasonableness of a people issued from a position of reason. The fact that these discussions have been buried in the background of history not through rational
criticism but by critics who gave themselves over to emotional protest and
violence does not mean that they were a failure. Indeed, the construction of a
new, pluralistic world order based on moral energy became a world-historical
task in the postwar period of the “cold war.” And with the fall of the Berlin
Wall it remains a basic task for us today. The truth in the “world-historical
ought” of which these discussions spoke is, I believe, something that world
history itself is showing us.
[TRANSLATED BY THOMAS KIRCHNER]
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Nishitani Keiji and the
Question of Nationalism
M ORI Tetsurõ

T

HE TERM NATIONALISM IS anything but univocal, and depending upon
which meaning we give it the “question of nationalism” in the
thought of Nishitani Keiji changes rather dramatically. Rather than
import a de³nition from the present arsenal of sociopolitical thought, I will
restrict myself in this essay to the way Nishitani himself uses the term in various of his writings during the 1940s, in particular View of the World, View of
the Nation (›ƒ?o³BÖ, 1941) and The Overcoming of Modernity CÖu
•°, 1942).
In the years immediately following the war, Nishitani wrote a number of
important essays on topics related to the question of nationalism. They
include titles such as “Self-Awakening and Historical Consciousness in Ethnic
Groups,” “National Culture and Humanism,” and “The Foundation of the
Modern Spirit” (1946), and “The Duty to Criticize and the Problem of
Fascism” (1949). But it is his earlier View of the World, View of the Nation
that continues to provide the clearest, most consistent picture of his basic
standpoint.1 The Overcoming of Modernity, a transcript of round-table discussions held in 1943 and later published as a separate volume, gives us a good
supplementary overview of Nishitani’s thinking at the time.
In closing his afterword to the 1946 reprint of View of the World, View of
the Nation, Nishitani lays out his fundamental motive for writing the book:

In View of the World, View of the Nation I tried to explain the position of
the nation in the world for the intellectual standers-by, and at the same
time to open up a path in thought that might overcome from within the
ideas of ultranationalism that were taking control at the time.2
1
The book contains ³ve essays, opening with the title essay and followed by “The Present as
a Turning-Point for the World,” “East Asia and World History,” “The Worldview of the New
Japan,” and “Religion and the Nation.” It was reissued in 1946 with a new afterword in which
Nishitani presents a resume of its contents, and in 1987 as volume 4 of his Collected Writings.
2
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Later in this essay I will take up the arguments aimed directly at the ultranationalists, but I think it better to begin with what Nishitani has to say
about the “intellectual standers-by.”
The term is as transparent to us today as to Nishitani’s readers in 1946,
for the simple reason that the existential and intellectual posture is still very
much a problem today. In the case of Japan, the failure of the intelligentsia to
participate in society and develop a sense of history has continued throughout
the years after the Second World War. Indeed, the fact that it is not even an
issue for most of the academic world shows how serious a problem it really is.
As Nishitani remarked, “The history of Japan was cut off at the end of the
war,” but when one looks around at the “progressive,” “critical” thinkers of
present-day Japan, it is as if they carry on completely oblivious of the wound.
For them history has begun all over again after the amputation. The “critics
who have not suffered,” are Kritiker ohne Not. They no longer know what it
is to write out of a sense of historical necessity.3
For those of us born after the war, it is extremely dif³cult to understand
the severance from history of which Nishitani speaks. Following Kierkegaard’s suggestion that in each generation the history of sin begins all over
again, perhaps we may look to religious ideas of sin and karma for help. In
any case, we have at least to realize that if criticism of the war is to be genuine, it cannot entail a distancing of oneself from the events in question—
perhaps with a latent sense of pride that, after all, these are deeds that other
people committed—or a hunt for scapegoats on which to paste labels like
“nationalism” and “the Kyoto school” and then to exile them from our
midst. We cannot afford to be “standers-by” in dealing with the problem of
nationalism today or pretend that it is something from a bygone era.
Nationalism is, after all, our problem; or in Nishitani’s phrase, we must “confront the past and make it our own past.”4 In writing about Japan’s role in
world culture and history, I am reminded also of Schelling’s words: “Those
who have not overcome themselves have no past.”5
The central concept around which View of the World, View of the Nation
revolves is the world. The term appears in the title of no less than four of its
³ve essays. Its meaning cannot be understood without consideration of the
related idea of globality, whose layers of meaning we will take up later. One
cannot ask about the meaning of nationalism in Nishitani’s thought if the
question is framed merely, or even primarily, in the form of whether or not
Nishitani himself was a nationalist. We need a broader perspective that allows
3
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us to see the connections between his “view of the world” and his “view of
the nation,” and one that also leaves room for the standpoint of religion.

THE PROBLEM OF MODERNITY

I begin with a review of Nishitani’s ideas on modernity as presented in the
opening lecture of The Overcoming of Modernity, since they provide a fuller
context for the views worked out in View of the World, View of the Nation. In
his lecture, Nishitani points out that the modern European culture which
Japan began importing after the Meiji Restoration in 1868 itself lacked overall integration. From there he turns to the wider historical perspective:
Modernity is the age in which the foundations for an integrated worldview have broken down…. Modernity is, culturally speaking, the age in
which the Reformation, the Renaissance, and the development of the
natural sciences led to a de³nitive parting with the Middle Ages….
Moreover, if we consider a people’s worldview to be its understanding of
itself in the world and with the world, then we can say that modern
humanity, stranded by the disintegration of the three movements that
create worldview, is now faced with the fundamental problem of how to
conceive of itself.6
During the Middle Ages a harmonious interrelation between the three fundamental concepts of God, the world, and the soul provided an unshakeable
spiritual base. In the modern period the organic interrelation among the
three is gone and the three pillars of human existence—religion, science, and
culture—have fallen into a state of constant conµict with one another.
Nishitani sees this disintegration of the foundations of the human spirit
reµected in the political sphere, where the relationship between the individual, the nation, and the world have deteriorated or broken down altogether.
Insofar as we may view liberalism, the predominant political trend in western
Europe, as grounded in “the assertion of the individual’s right to independent existence within the world, then it may be said to represent a uni³cation
of individualism and globalism,” but when the individual and the world face
off against each other as polar opposites, the result is socialism, communism,
or, in reaction against these latter, extreme forms of nationalism.7
For Nishitani, this style of modernity, with its twofold disintegration,
came to dominate Japan as well in the years after the Meiji Restoration. Here
he seems to share the verdict of Shimomura Toratarõ expressed later in the
6
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same volume: “Modernity is us, and the overcoming of modernity is the
overcoming of ourselves. It is easy only if we imagine it as a kind of commentary about other people.”8 Near the end of his talk, Nishitani draws a
conclusion important to our concern here:
If we identify the basic problems of the contemporary age as rebuilding
the foundations on which to create a new worldview and as the formation of a new, self-awakened human person, then surely these are problems we share with all of humanity.9
Nishitani was not interested in stopgap measures or in cobbling an arbitrary
worldview that would safeguard the “special circumstances” of Japan at the
time. The problem he had in mind was far more basic and creative. It had to
do with locating the “place” (õ‹) at which the foundations could be laid for
a new worldview and a new human being. In other words, he was seeking a
“horizon of globality” to embrace the entire world. This is not to deny that
his primary concern was with Japan, only that it was not restricted to Japan
alone. The overcoming of modernity must not be equated merely with the
overcoming of the West. It also entailed the overcoming of Japan and of the
world. This was the sense of Nishitani’s call for a transformation of the world.
Finally, the importance of the religious dimension in Nishitani’s conclusions needs to be mentioned. Framed in religious language, the core question
for overcoming modernity comes to this: How can religiosity—the inner urge
to transcend our humanness by negating it in the name of what is Absolute—
provide a common, unifying forum for culture, history, and ethics (which
seek to af³rm our humanness in as full and positive a manner as possible) on
the one hand, and science (which is neutral towards humanness), so that each
standpoint can express itself freely and interact with the others? What kind of
religiosity is required of us to bring this about? And how do we reconstruct
an ethics on the basis of such a religiosity so that our moral sense embraces
the world, the nation, and the individual alike?10

THE OUTLINES OF THE GLOBAL HORIZON

Against this backdrop, we may turn now to the main arguments of the title
article in View of the World, View of the Nation. Nishitani begins by pointing
out the limitations and one-dimensionality of the idea of nation in traditional
liberalism, according to which the state is seen as a “legal subject.” From
8
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there he examines a number of approaches, gradually building up a concrete
understanding of the state as a living entity that rises and falls in the ebb and
µow of history, a reality that exerts itself politically in the context of the
power relationships that prevail at a given time among nations. Among the
interpretations Nishitani reviews are Rudolf Kjéllen’s Staten som lifsform,11
which complements the usual emphasis on economics, society, government,
and law with the “natural dimensions” of land and people as the basis of
national existence; Friedrich Meinecke’s Die Idee der Staatsräson in der
neuern Geschichte,12 which discusses the relationship between power and
morality; and the work of Otto Koellreuter, which proposes the idea of a
“community of destiny.”13
I leave to others more knowledgeable than I the question of how accurate Nishitani’s presentations are. What I ³nd important is his discernment of
a general historical pattern that “the nations of the modern world, no longer
able to survive in liberalism, are being driven toward an authoritarian system
with tendencies toward totalitarianism.” He sees this pattern even in democratic nations like the United Kingdom where, like Christopher Dawson, he
detects “a tendency toward a kind of democratic totalitarianism.”14
But he does not stop at pointing to this trend toward increased politicization and control in modern nation-states. He argues that it is a matter of
historical necessity. To elucidate the hidden contradictions at work here,
Nishitani digresses into a brief history of the origins and developments of the
idea of the modern nation-state:
Absolutism fosters a free citizenry and a free citizenry in turn fosters
community among the nation’s people. One sees here a development
³rst from authority to freedom and then from freedom back to authority.
In the course of this historical process, rigid systems of class and other
such extraneous elements pass away and in their place “the people” are
brought into direct contact with “the nation.” In this way we see a
movement in the direction of a “nation of the people,” at the center of
which rests the immediate and mutual encounter of two contradictory
principles: freedom and authority.15
11
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This transition of history toward increased politicization and state
activism required tight national controls not only over the economy and
social order, but also over other dimensions of life, such as thought and religion, that have to do with the Weltanschauung of the individual and that had
formerly been left to private discretion. At the same time, this dynamic
worked a positive, unifying effect on people:
Having arrived at a uni³ed consciousness as a community, they sought to
harmonize the nation so that it might faithfully express this uni³ed communal consciousness. It was, in other words, a movement to make the
nation into a single organism.16
Here we see what is for Nishitani the central paradox: the source of the very
movement to curb freedom carries within itself the seeds of a new freedom.
Given the convergence of the whole complex of relationships between the
individual and the nation, the nation and the world, and the individual and
the world in this contradictory connection between freedom and authority,
the traditional approach of liberalism, seeking harmony by way of compromise, will no longer do. Rather, “if this contradiction is to be overcome, it
will require a synthesis of thoroughgoing control by the nation and thoroughgoing freedom.”17
Nishitani argues that a synthesis able to transcend this fundamental contradiction between control and freedom lies in “the dynamic relationship
between the two approaches of subjectivizing the substrate (_¿uü¿5)
and substrating the subject (ü¿u_¿5).”18 On the one hand, there is control: “the self-formation of the community of citizens,” “the national will to
incorporate the individual into the communal unity.” Control represents the
essence of the nation in the sense of “substrating” or grounding individuals
in their relationship to the nation. On the other hand, there is freedom: the
voluntary consent to such control as an expression of “each individual’s desire
not simply to sink into the natural substrate of the nation but to stand in a
position of individual subjectivity.” Freedom, in other words, represents the
essence of the individual in the sense of “subjectivizing” the nation. Such
freedom, Nishitani notes, “differs fundamentally from both absolutism (a
pure substrate in which the people possess no subjectivity) and liberalism (a
pure subjectivity in which the substrate is not present).”19
16
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The rotation between the substrative subject and the subjective substrate
interacting at both “the outermost surface and the innermost depths” of the
nation’s existence gives rise to two elements not present in the historical
models of Hegel or Ranke. The ³rst is the increased politicization, referred to
above, which takes place at the level of super³cial controls. The other is “a
globality immanent in the very existence of the state” and directing the state
to the “abyss of free subjectivity” in its innermost depths. “This abyss is the
ground of free subjectivity, and that very subjectivity in turn represents the
horizon of a globality opening up within the substrate of a citizenry.”20
Clearly Nishitani’s idea of “globality” has a key role to play in this interplay and mutual transformation of the individual subject and the collective
substrate. The term does not admit of a simple de³nition, but I believe we
may single out three distinguishing elements:21
1. Universal humanness. Globality is the horizon within which people
understand themselves as beings immediately in the world (in-derWelt-Sein). It is against this horizon that “the perfect freedom and
opening up of a worldview” takes place. “The spontaneous formation
of a view of the world requires a horizon that stretches beyond the
nation and beyond that world itself.”
2. World-historical world. Globality is a conception of history in which
the present age is seen as a turning point, or new epoch, in world history (a view that I will discuss in the next section).
3. Transcendent openness. Globality is the essence of spirituality, and in
that sense perhaps we may even call it the standpoint of Zen or the
“place of absolute nothingness.”
The true nature of globality crystallizes only in the complex of relationships
between and among each of these elements in which none is given privileged
status over the others. To make this clearer, we may cite from the afterword:
Finally I reached the standpoint of national non-ego, or a horizon of
globality, that becomes immanent in the nation through a self-negation
of the nation’s self-centeredness. The basic point at which my thought
broke with nationalism is that it regarded the global nature of the nation
as a subjectivity of non-ego brought about through self-negation, and
that this standpoint must somehow open up not only within Japan but
within all nations.… I spoke of this self-negation, which is necessary if
the nation is to make the transition from modernity to a new mode of
being, as a leap from the subjectivity of national “ego” to the subjectivity
20

NKC 4:279, 281–2.

21

See NKC 4:282–4.

322

NISHITANI KEIJI AND THE QUESTION OF NATIONALISM

of national “non-ego.” I would like to stress that this is my fundamental
standpoint.22
It is a mistake to read these words as merely an attempt by Nishitani to rationalize earlier views in the hindsight of the postwar period. Throughout the
original work his standpoint is unequivocally clear and his philosophical argument astonishingly consistent. Most of the misunderstandings and simplistic
critiques of Nishitani’s work may be attributed, in my view, to the violent
changes pressed on both the right and the left as a result of Japan’s defeat in
the war and its “severance” from history. In other words, it is in Nishitani’s
critics that one ³nds a deliberately ideological agenda, not in Nishitani himself.23
One can only imagine how brazen and challenging Nishitani’s talk of a
“global horizon immanent in the nation” must have echoed in the ears of
the ultranationalists of the day. If nationalism feeds itself on the expectation
of attack from without, it chokes on threats from within. The intellectual
integrity required to risk exposing thoughts critical of ultranationalistic doctrine in a time of rising totalitarianism is not inconsiderable. Those of us who
have never been faced with such a choice have constantly to wonder what we
might do in similar circumstances.
In all probability Nishitani, who had fairly immersed himself in studies of
the “dark nature” of Schelling and the nihilism of Nietzsche, had a good
insight into the psychology of what was going on all about him, in particular
the disenchantment with pure reason among anti-rationalistic movements
and what he called their “hunger for the mythological.”24 In modern, secularized society there was no higher authority left to stand, as religion had
once been able to do, against the dark side of the state and to denounce the
perils of unbridled civil authority. The reason of liberalism had also fallen into
disrepute and was unable to exert any inµuence. Living within a state that
had regressed to its “natural, authoritarian roots,” Nishitani’s primary concern was how to get beyond the unreason of “intense naturalism” and promote in its place the ideal of reasoned “moralization.” His idea of a “global
horizon immanent in the nation” was an attempt to overcome this intense
naturalism by putting it at the service of something higher. To do so the
humanness of globality had somehow to be inspired to make the leap to a
transcendent openness.
22
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In a 1946 essay on “Popular Culture and Humanism,” Nishitani
reworked his idea of substrate and subject. He states there that the global
horizon the nation carries within itself points to something that it cannot
quite completely encompass. He attributes this to the fact that the nation is
by nature something universal manifested in limited form, and like all universals, that “something” resists and negates its speci³c determinations. At the
same time, by taking on these limitations, the universal opens itself to the
possibility of endless new speci³c forms. All things that live and grow can only
do so through negation of their “self.” To remain ³xed within a given set of
limits is to die. In this sense, in³nite negation is the central principle of life.
Accordingly, the life of the nation, viewed in terms of its logical form
always consists in a renewal of the self brought about by the breaking
down of what has become ³xed and the resulting transcendence of the
self.… If one considers the subject as that which continually limits itself,
and if one regards the substrate of the self as the negation that is contained
in this self-limitation as the principle of life (because of its in³nite
potentiality), then the establishment of the self through a series of selfnegations represents the continual return of the subject to its own substrate and at the same time a resubjecti³cation of the substrate. The
dynamic unity (or the unifying dynamism) of life comes about in this
cyclical movement of the substrating of the subject and the subjectifying of
the substrate. The ego returns to its source in the substrating of the subject,
and in so doing re-emerges in a freedom that embodies in³nite possibility.
In the subjecti³cation of the substrate, the ego acts autonomously to
impose new limits on itself within the context of everyday life and in so
doing limits the world around it as well.25
The nation’s horizon of globality is visible in its “self-negation or selftranscendence.” This is what he means by the “nation-transcending globality
immanent in the nation,” a phrase that he repeats from his earlier treatment.26
This negation-and-transcendence is thus a “substrative” overcoming, a “transcendence of the self to itself, a return to the freedom of a new self-limitation.” Nishitani insists that it is impossible for a nation to grow and develop
without the freedom of willpower to negate itself. That freedom consists not
only in radically af³rming itself (the subjective dimension) but also in radically negating itself (the substrative dimension). It represents at once “a profound
movement of nature at the spiritual core of the subject” and “a life force that
wells up from the profoundest depths of our interiority.”27 Here is the point
25
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of contact with the “intense naturalness” and the possibility of giving it life as
the substrate of the subject. Nishitani proposes this self-negation as “a third
and new dimension of the nation distinct from naturalness and reason” and
with it a “new “concept of the nation”:
Just as the individual ego manifests itself in its true form at the point of
self-negation or no-self (that is, at the point of transcending the ordinary
natural-rational mode of existence), so, too, the nation attains its true
form only when it has transcended its ordinary mode of being and has
discovered a new mode of being centered on self-negation.28
This idea of a “national no-self” is basic to Nishitani’s thought, and his
“horizon of globality” is simply a reformulation of it, particularly in terms of
the leap from universal humanness to transcendent openness mentioned
above. Grounded in this same analysis of no-self, Nishitani describes the
“national polity” of Japan as “the principle that makes it possible to unite the
highest degree of politicization as a nation with an openness that embraces
the world.” And again, on this same basis he refers apparently to the imperial family (without ever mentioning it or the emperor explicitly) as “the kind
of transcendent center that expresses both globality and religious essence,” as
“an unmovable center that runs through the history of the country.”29
The complexity of the language in which Nishitani couched his idea of
“a return to the transcendent center” makes the idea rather forbidding and,
not surprisingly, susceptible to misinterpretation. His use of the word center
in this connection is perhaps easier to grasp if viewed in the context of a culture whose natural tendency is not towards centralized authority but rather
towards an emptying of the center.30 As for the relationship between globality
and religious essence that this center is said to express, we shall return to this
in the concluding section of this paper.

THREE IDEAS OF “THE WORLD”

Nishitani’s concept of globality in the second sense—globality as worldhistoricity—is the central concern of the second and third chapters of View of
the World, View of the Nation. There he argues that the times we live in represent “the age of global historical self-awakening.” The idea recalls Nishida’s
reading of history:
28

NKC 4:286.

29

NKC 4:291, 294.

30

This is a point that Karel van Wolferen has made in The Enigma of Japanese Power
(London: Macmillan, 1989).

325

MORI TETSURÕ

The eighteenth century was the age of individualism, the age of the selfawakening of the individual. The nineteenth century was the age of nationalism (or imperialism), in which the nation came to a self-awakening. But
now we have entered the age of global historical self-awakening, in which
the world as such has become self-aware. Our task is to ³nd a way to build
a new world.31
Nishitani took over this idea of the “self-awakening of the world,” but
his focus shifted away from Nishida’s idea of the progression from individual
to nation to world and towards what he saw as a global shift in the very idea
of the world that has come down to us from ancient times through the modern period and into the present. If history may be divided into the Age of the
Mediterranean, the Age of the Atlantic, and the Age of the Paci³c, then the
age that is coming to birth at present is the last of these. Ours is an age of a
new globality in which the waters of the three great seas are µowing politically
into each other. This new globality implies not only the awakening of “the
politics of the Paci³c” but also Japan’s appearance on the stage of world
history:
The present age is one in which all the great seas of the world have
become one, in which the body of the world has, as it were, awakened to
itself as a single corpus, in which the world is gradually awakening to its
own spiritual totality.32
The unity we ³nd in the empires of the ancient world was a unity
imposed through conquest. The prevailing idea of the world allowed for no
autonomy within subjugated nations. The world was conceived of in terms of
“a single universality that did not permit a plurality of individuals.” The
ancient world was “a world that was one with a particular nation,” as we see
in Rome’s imposition of its own particularity on the conquered lands of its
empire.
In contrast, the idea of the world we ³nd in the modern age was that of
“a plurality of individuals that did not permit any one universality.” It implies
a multitude of autonomous national monads, disparate and in conµict with
each other. Since such a world was not able to achieve unity under any one
particularity, its unity came to consist in “an abstract universality divorced
from the plurality of individuals.” In fact, however, strictly speaking it was no
31
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32
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more than a greatly expanded version of the European world, a “universality
integrated under the speci³city of Europe.” It was, as Nishitani says, “a world
assimilated into a speci³c sphere of unity enveloping the struggles of a multitude of individual nations for independence.”33
The contemporary age has left the idea of European centrality. Today’s
world is bound by no one periphery. It is a “completely open world” that
can no longer be identi³ed with any particularity or speci³city, and that has
arrived at the “concrete universality” of self-identi³cation. Nonetheless, even
though the idea of the world may have broken free of its former model of
Europe-centered assimilation, it “has still to reemerge as something that
includes a number of distinct uni³ed spheres by recovering some continuity
in its discontinuity with the historical past.” The self-identity of the contemporary world can only be achieved as “a community of individual nations
made up of a plurality of self-suf³cient and distinct spheres striving for
unity.”34
Nishitani analyzes these three distinct ideas of the world and draws attention to some of the fundamental problems they incorporate. In this context,
for example, he compares the Stoic concept of nature in ancient times with
the abstractness of nature in the modern age. Similarly, he contrasts the
spirit of the ancient and modern age—their sense or consciousness of the
world—in the former’s notion of pneuma and the latter’s pneuma-free rationality. Turning to the “open” character of the modern world, he speaks of
“naked” in-der-Welt-Sein, of the sharp correlation between the self-limitation of the world and the self-limitation of the individual, the interrelation of
global politics and the concentration of spheres of unity, and the face-off
between nations and individuals. As a way to overcoming these problems, he
proposes a standpoint of “a universality of nothingness” that he describes as
“a spirit of no-self permeating the individual, the nation, and the world.”35
For Nishitani, one of the factors that helped transform the modern concept of the world into the contemporary one was Japan’s sudden rise to
power. This is the main topic of his third chapter on “East Asia and World
History.” Besides looking at Japan’s appearance on the stage of world history,
he also takes up the resulting trend towards a “new East Asian order,” which
he sees as part of the general global trend toward multiple spheres of unity.
He sees this idea of a new order emerging in East Asia not as an ideological
strategy but as a dynamic “grounded in the reality of the world.” As a historian he tries to provide a factual basis for his conclusion, and as a philosopher
33
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he tries to de³ne the form and spirit it should assume. Although he was not
without misgivings about the baldly aggressive policies of the government at
the time, he nevertheless believed that the concept of the new East Asian
order possessed an “ethical dimension of a global scale”:
It constitutes a rejection of the colonization of East Asia; as an expression
of the will toward communal independence based on the commonality of
our historical culture, it signi³es a demand for justice directed at the
world.36
In Nishitani’s view, a new East Asian order represented not only a strategy for self-defense, but an expression of Japan’s responsibility towards the
destiny of East Asia. But more important than these political concerns was its
signi³cance as a “purely cultural or spiritual movement.” Of all the nations of
Asia at the time, only Japan had successfully modernized and achieved equality with the powers of the West. One of the reasons for its emergence into
world history, Nishitani argued, was its possession of a living East Asian cultural tradition that had kept both “the breadth of its spiritual horizon and
the depth of its history.” “Only in Japan,” he claimed, “does East Asian culture and spirituality animate everyday life and provide the source of the ethos
and spiritual nurture of the people.”37 This living tradition enabled the leaders of the Meiji Restoration to
make contact with Western culture from a broad spiritual horizon and
existential depth. It also enabled them to draw living strength from the
culture of the West.… In this way one large segment of humanity was
able to comprehend another.38
Nishitani saw Japan as the locus of this great encounter between the cultures of East and West. Even if the two worlds within Japan were still in a
state of chaos, this very chaos was “a mark of superiority.” At a time when
Western culture had spread throughout the world, Nishitani foresaw a corresponding spread of Eastern culture to the West. In these circumstances, Japan
could not afford to risk falling apart because of its internal cultural chaos. A
certain order had to be imposed to protect it from disintegration. At the same
time, for Japan to draw strength from its own historical tradition, like any
nation it had ³rst to awaken to a sense of the uniqueness of its culture. This
rooting in culture and history was necessary, he saw, “to give birth to a cultural world within oneself and also to open up a cultural horizon of globality in
36
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one’s innermost depths.”39 The globality of culture is only possible through a
“creative continuity with tradition.”

SIMPLIFYING THE WELTANSCHAUUNG

“The Worldview of the New Japan” is in many ways the most fascinating and
important essay in Nishitani’s book. It delves deeply into several important
issues—the relationship between the view of the world and the view of the
nation, the foundations for a worldview, and the nature of the horizon of
globality, particularly as a “transcendent openness”—from the standpoint of
their connection with the shaping of a national ethos.
Nishitani opens his essay with the comment, “Frankly speaking, I am not
in favor of using terms like New Japan at present.” Part of the reason may
have been the tendency at the time to associate the term with rather simpleminded ideas about the “Japanese spirit” and yamato-damashii, or to see it as
a new form of ultranationalism. If “New Japan” means nothing more than
this, the danger is that it would cut itself off from the real world and degenerate into a kind of self-deceptive abstraction. Nishitani’s aim was rather to
draw people’s attention to the loss of the traditional Japanese ethos after the
Meiji Restoration and the need for reestablishing continuity with it.40
Nishitani saw the living model of this ethos in the late-Edo and earlyMeiji ³gures like Sakuma Shõzan Õ±æ[ (1811–1864), Yoshida Shõin
Ÿ,Ç‹ (1830–1859), and Nanshð (Ç?: »øNµ Saigõ Takamori, 1827–
1877), who combined in their persons youthful passion and maturity of
vision. For him the fundamental essence of this ethos lay in “the fusion of
practice, Weltanschauung, and religious belief into one.” What he means by
Weltanschauung is not a logical, systematic worldview, but rather a kind of
“direct, primitive intuition bound to practice, an existential Orientierung of
the self within the world, not simply a personal opinion but an intuitive
knowledge.” In reference to the ³gures just mentioned, Nishitani speaks of
the Weltanschauung being raised to the level of a “religious belief transcending life and death,” which in turn “directly inspired their nation-building
activities and, as part and parcel of their religious devotion to the emperor,
was directly tied to love of country.” Such intuition for Nishitani is
tied to a religious faith that brings one spiritual peace in the midst of the
world. On the one hand, it sows the seeds of a philosophy or worldview,
and on the other, it is a motivating force for spiritual practice.41
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Nishitani’s point in focusing on the intuitional dimension (the Anschauung) of the Weltanschauung is to locate the source out of which a worldview
arises, the fountainhead from which a philosophy µows. In this sense, his aim
is actually to probe behind and beneath philosophy to the Weltanschauung
that precedes it and grounds it, to reach a dimension that is not just “another
dimension” but the native soil out of which both world and intuition emerge.
Nishitani discusses “three orientations” that govern the fundamental
character and structure of this Weltanschauung: practice, philosophy, and
religion.
Practice is the fundamental mark of Weltanschauung in the sense that
one cannot speak here of practice and insight as separate. The idea is one
deeply rooted in the traditions of the East, and Nishitani draws particularly
on Japanese sources to argue that it represents “the Japanese character of a
worldview.” Indeed, he claims, “it is the most basic thing we have to contribute to the West, and to peoples in the world in search of a worldview.”42
The orientation of philosophy shows up in the human need for rationality
and learning (“science” in the broad sense), and as such runs in the opposite
direction from the orientation to practice. The Western worldview’s interest
in logic as opposed to praxis (which is distinguished from practice by virtue of
its divorce from primitive intuition) has the merits of an intellectual universality and critical rationality, both of which help to exclude the subjective
element and promote objective knowledge of the world. Nishitani concludes:
The promotion of the Japanese spirit in the world at large is a task that
can never be accomplished until this spirit has come to a standpoint of
universality, of commonality between self and other—in other words,
until this standpoint of rationality and science has become transparent to
it. Even if it does not stand on the same foundations as Western science
and the Western worldview, it must at least possess the capacity to
engage in dialogue on such foundations.43
This is an issue vital to the formation of Japan’s Weltanschauung. It represents “the need for globality in the Japanese spirit.” Openness to the future
requires a loosening of its ties to the past.
The dilemma of the modern age, as Nishitani sees it, rests in the contradiction between practice and reason. Not only does this drive a ³rm wedge
between the past and the future, it also cuts the “Japanese” outlook off from
the “world.” If the orientation to overcoming this contradiction may be said
to lie in religion, then the question becomes one of how religiosity can “in an
42
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act of negation-in-af³rmation pass through rationality and the scienti³c outlook.” Nishitani writes:
This can only be accomplished from the standpoint of a practice that can
negate in turn the rationality that negates practice, and at the same time
act autonomously to breathe new life into that rationality. This is both a
disassociation from our traditional spirit and a continuation of it. It is, so
to speak, a creative continuation of tradition…. The “religious belief” of
such a standpoint, which we may rightly call a sublation of science in the
broad sense by practice, must come to birth in the midst of the “present” where past and future negate each other.44
In this reconsideration of the meaning of religiosity and religious belief
we see the “other dimension” of world and intuition that Nishitani spoke of
open up. The worldview of the West, however solidly grounded in rationality it may be, keeps the world before it as an object and looks at actual reality
from the outside. In contrast to this way of seeing, the fundamental orientation of the Eastern Weltanschauung, particularly as it developed in Japan, not
only overcomes this aporia but takes a step further. Nishitani calls it “the simpli³cation of the Weltanschauung and its ethos-shaping quality.”45 The passage continues, and I cite at length:
In general there is in our country a certain force working to bring to the
outermost surface what lies at the innermost depths of all doctrines and
systems. (This applies even to the case of Buddhist doctrines like
rijimuge 7ª[˜ and jijimuge ªª[˜, which speak of the radical interpenetration of all phenomena.) It does so in terms of a practice that
retains its interpretative character, but goes the further step to incorporate into the practice what lies at the innermost depths. In this way, the
apparently most shallow things—like shikantaza [ï5¸â, the Zen of
“just sitting”] and shõmyõ nenbutsu [×eç[, invoking the name of
Amida Buddha]—become epiphanies of an unspeakable profundity.
Such practices can be performed by anyone but exhausted by no one.
They can be understood to perfection by anyone in an instant, yet contain within themselves unlimited potential for further insight.…
In addition to guiding the formation of ethos, this simpli³cation of
the Weltanschauung has another no less important quality. By melding
into this shallowest and yet profoundest practice, the Weltanschauung is
able to permeate body and mind, and become part of anyone’s daily
activities of moving, standing, sitting, and sleeping. Once it has made ties
44
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to everyday life, everyday life in turn comes to be shaped from within by
practice, and an ethos, solidly rooted in what is most profound in the
Weltanschauung, comes to birth through religious belief. This birth of
ethos even surpasses the cultural achievements in the arts and scholarship that are the pride of other countries. It belongs not only to a cultural past that Japan can hold up proudly to the rest of the world, but to
the Kultur of humanity as such.46
The inµuence of Zen in this “simpli³cation of the Weltanschauung” is obvious. (One is reminded of the kõan, “What is the source of mu?”, [°uÍè.)
In the everydayness of practice there must be no trace of any source, and yet
the profoundest depths must be expressed at the outermost surface. With
Nishida we might call it “the self-expression of the world.” In any case, this is
where I believe we must place Nishitani on the question of nationalism. If, as
he concludes, “the openness of reason is contained in the religiosity of the
East with its transcendent openness as vast as the very sky,”47 the proof can
only come from the effort to restore that idea to the realm of personal practice. The question, as always, is how.
[TRANSLATED BY THOMAS KIRCHNER]
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