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This essay introduces the Kyoto School by way of reflecting on hermeneuti-
cal as well as ethical and political issues that are central to the cross-cultural 
philosophical endeavors of its members, especially Nishida Kitarō and Nishi-
tani Keiji, the pivotal figures of the School’s first two generations. The the-
matic focus will be on the tension between cultural appropriation and creative 
synthesis on the one hand, and dialogue and respect for irreducible cultural 
differences on the other.

To begin with, the question is raised of whether and to what extent the 
cultural appropriation found in modern Japan can be compared with that 
found in ancient Greece. Next, Karl Löwith’s criticism of modern Japanese in-
tellectuals for purportedly failing to “critically appropriate” Western thought, 
a failure he sharply contrasts with the Greco-European tradition of “making 
what is other one’s own,” is discussed. Two critical responses to Löwith are 
then developed: first, Löwith neglected to take account of the Kyoto School’s 
significant attempts to navigate a passage through the pendulum swing within 
modern Japan between deferential Eurocentrism and reactionary Japanism. 
And second, from the Kyoto School can be gleaned both a critique of willful 
cultural appropriation and intimations of a philosophy of genuine cross-cul-
tural dialogue, wherein cultural differences would neither be obliterated nor 
reified. The essay ends with some remarks on the tension between the plural-
istic ideals and the political entanglements of the Kyoto School.

Cultural Appropriation: Greek and Japanese

Under political pressure and military threat but never outright colonization 
(and not until 1945, occupation) by Western powers, the Japanese have to a 
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significant degree been able to modernize/Westernize on their own terms. 
They have selectively adopted things Western and adapted—or “translated”—
them into things Japanese. Yet the Japanese today often find themselves ste-
reotyped as imitators of the West, in whose imitations something essential is, 
if not tragically, at least comically “lost in translation.” If we are tempted to 
laugh at their appropriations of things Western, we should be reminded that 
our pop-culture adaptations of Zen and the art of making California rolls and 
karate movies may appear just as strange from a Japanese perspective.

A more serious case of amnesia is found in the fact we often forget that 
our Western cultures themselves are hardly products of homogeneous in-
breeding. Modern Western cultures are heirs not only to the ancient Greek 
cultural synthesis of Mediterranean, Near Eastern, and probably also South 
Asian cultures,1 but also to the subsequent wedding of that synthesis with the 
Judeo-Christian tradition as well as with various regional indigenous Euro-
pean cultures—not to mention subsequent influences from African, Native 
and Latin American, Islamic, and Far Eastern cultures.

Indeed, all complex cultures could be thought of as multicultural in the 
sense that they are products of multiple cultural translations, through which 
new developments are always made by way of alteration and metamorphosis. 
To borrow an insight from Gadamer, “understanding is not merely reproduc-
tive but always a productive activity as well.” And therefore “we understand in 
a different way, if we understand at all.”2 Insofar as both Western and Eastern 
cultures developed in large part through efforts to understand and assimilate 
foreign cultural achievements, cultural origins are more or less always pro-
ductively lost in translation.3 Cultural purity is thus an ideological construct. 
Acknowledging this fact, however, need not lead to a blanket and uncritical 
affirmation of “hybridity.”4 There are, I think, still significant—if often fine 
and politically sensitive—lines to be drawn between eclectic syncretism and 
creative synthesis, between imitative colonialism and critical appropriation, 
and between missionary conversion and mutually transformative dialogue. 
In any case, the vitality of a culture would seem to depend not on its ability 
to preserve a purported purity, but rather on its ability to take in and accom-
modate the foreign without losing, in some sense, its own integrity and au-
tonomy. The manner of cultural infusion would thus be crucial.

In this regard it is interesting, and perhaps provocative, to put the fol-
lowing two quotations next to one another; the first is from Nietzsche on the 
ancient Greeks, while the second is from Nishida Kitarō (1870–1945) on the 
modern Japanese.
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It has been pointed out assiduously, to be sure, how much the Greeks were able 
to find and learn abroad in the Orient, and it is doubtless true that they picked 
up much there. . . . Nothing would be sillier than to claim an autochthonous de-
velopment for the Greeks. On the contrary, they invariably absorbed other living 
cultures. The very reason they go so far is that they knew how to pick up the spear 
and throw it onward from the point where others had left it.5

[Japanese culture] is what might be called a culture without form; put [meta-
phorically] in terms of art, it is a musical culture. It is for this reason that up 
until now it has taken in various foreign cultures. If it had a firmly fixed culture, 
then it would have had to either make the foreign culture over into its own or be 
destroyed by it. But Japan has the special character of repeatedly taking in foreign 
cultures as they are and transforming itself. The reason for its excellence lies in 
the fact that Japanese culture progressively synthesizes various cultures. (NKZ 
14: 416–17)

Reading these two passages together invites us to compare the cultural syn-
thesis of ancient Greece with that of modern Japan. Both cultures deliberately 
open themselves to foreign influence, and yet in the process of appropriation 
everything entering Greece became Greek as does everything entering Japan 
become Japanese.

The Need for Critical Appropriation: Karl Löwith’s Critique of Modern Japan

Is there any reason, then, that modern inheritors of the Greek cultural synthe-
sis (and subsequent Western cultural syntheses) should disparage the cultural 
synthesis that has been taking place for the last century and a half in Japan? 
Some would say that there is indeed.

Karl Löwith—a student and critic of Heidegger who spent five years 
(1936–1941) in Japan after fleeing Nazi Germany—would strongly disagree 
with a comparison of the ancient Greeks and the modern Japanese, at least 
a comparison that puts one on par with the other. At the end of a 1941 es-
say on European nihilism,6 which was translated into Japanese, Löwith wrote 
an “Afterword to the Japanese Reader.” Writing at a time of reactionary self-
assertion of Japanese culture and a “renunciation of Europe,” Löwith offered 
his reflections as a “justification of European self-critique and a critique of 
Japanese self-love.” He writes:

When in the latter half of the previous century Japan came into contact with 
us and took over our advances with admirable effort and feverish rapidity, our 
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culture was already in decline, even though on the surface it was advancing and 
conquering the entire earth. But in contrast to the Russians of the nineteenth 
century, at that time the Japanese did not open themselves critically to us; instead 
they first of all took over, naively and without critique, everything in the face of 
which our best minds, from Baudelaire to Nietzsche, experienced dread because 
as Europeans they could see through themselves and Europe. Japan came to know 
us only after it was too late, after we ourselves lost faith in our civilization and the 
best we had to offer was a self-critique of which Japan took no notice.7

According to Löwith, because Japan never really questioned its fundamental 
“self-love,” and was thus never really self-critical, its wholesale acceptance, 
and then later rejection of Western culture, also remained uncritically su-
perficial. Mired in their unexamined self-adoration, the Japanese had pur-
portedly failed to learn the most important lesson of Europe, namely that of 
self-critique. Later Löwith might have also agued that, both before and after 
the reactionary self-affirmation of the war years, Japanese self-love too easily 
turns over into self-hate, and thus imperialistic national assertion converts 
over into colonial subservience. In either case, what is missing is a Japanese 
ability to “think for themselves,”8 to critically reflect on their own tradition 
and to critically appropriate the foreign. The ability for such self-criticism and 
critical appropriation, on the other hand, is for Löwith a key element of the 
Greek heritage of the West.

Before examining what Löwith understands as the Greco-European 
manner of “genuine appropriation” of the foreign, let us reflect further on his 
critique of the Japanese. Löwith could be accused of over-generalizing. Given 
the time period of his sojourn, one wonders whether he is passing judgment 
on all of post-Meiji Japan from the perspective of a certain reactionary Japa-
nism that was most prevalent in the late 1930s and early 1940s. Certainly in 
the Meiji (1868–1912), Taishō (1912–1926), and Early Shōwa (1926–) periods 
we find a number of great Japanese intellectuals struggling mightily with the 
question of what to introduce from the West and how to appropriate it in 
relation to their own traditions. Even figures at relatively opposite ends of the 
spectrum, like Fukuzawa Yukichi and Kiyozawa Manshi, could hardly be sim-
ply accused of either colonial subservience or uncritical self-adoration.

Nevertheless, by way of hyperbole Löwith does manage to clearly articu-
late the dilemma of modern Japanese intellectuals. He writes that they “live as 
if on two levels [or stories, Stockwerken]: a lower, more fundamental one, on 
which they feel and think in a Japanese way; and a higher one, on which the 
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European sciences [Wissenschaften] from Plato to Heidegger are lined up.”9 In 
other words, Japanese intellectuals live in a “two-storey house without a ladder” 
mediating the two levels. Unwilling to question an attachment to their Japanese 
identity, they were also unable, argues Löwith, to critically appropriate Western 
thought by way of engaging it in dialogue with their own traditions.

Elaborating on Löwith’s critique, we need stress that besides the schizo-
phrenia of leaping back and forth between these “levels” or the homelessness of 
“falling between two stools,”10 there were also more perilous pitfalls to be found 
in this two-storey dwelling of modern Japan—namely, there were those who at-
tached themselves uncritically to one level and virulently rejected the other. This 
led to an intra-Japanese antagonism between opposing camps of Eurocentrism 
and Japanism.11 Broadly speaking, we also find a historical (and sometimes in-
dividual) pendulum swing between these academic encampments, with a gen-
eral swing West during the Meiji, Taishō, and postwar periods, and a counter-
swing East, or rather to Japan, during the first two (ca. 1925–45) and partially 
again during the last two decades (ca. 1970–90) of the Shōwa period.12

One contemporary Japanese scholar reflects critically on the pitfalls of 
the early decades of Japan’s encounter with the West as follows: What the early 
modern Japanese thinkers often lacked was “a reflection on the very nature 
of an encounter with a different tradition, a reflection on what it means to 
encounter an Other. Because of this lack, they found themselves caught in a 
squeeze between an inferiority-complex with regard to Western civilization 
on the one hand, and a reactionary self-love on the other. They found them-
selves forced into the bottle-neck of an either/or choice between the camp 
of Western Learning and that of Japanism.”13 How to live and think in the 
tension between their native traditions and those imported from the West—
without falling into either of these pitfalls—remains to this day a great task for 
Japanese intellectuals.

Steering through a Pendulum Swing between Eurocentrism and Japanism

Yet were there not Japanese intellectuals who did more or less successfully 
attempt to steer a “middle way” through the pendulum swing between def-
erential Eurocentrism and reactionary Japanism? It is in this context that we 
can speak of the contributions of the Kyoto School to Japanese academia, and 
from there to the wider world of cross-cultural dialogue. As if in direct re-
sponse to Löwith’s critique, James Heisig has written that the aim of the Kyoto 
School philosophers was twofold: “an introduction of Japanese philosophy 
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into world philosophy while at the same time using western philosophy for a 
second look at Japanese thought trapped in fascination with its own unique-
ness.”14 In other words, the Kyoto School consistently attempted (sometimes 
more and sometimes less successfully) to steer a course between Japanism 
and Eurocentrism, and to bring both “levels,” and indeed the multiple cultural 
“layers”15 embedded in modern Japan, into critical and innovative dialogue 
with one another.

Conspicuously missing from Löwith’s afterword is any mention of the 
Kyoto School, even though they were clearly the most important group of 
Japanese philosophers at the time he was writing.16 Löwith went to Japan as 
a visiting professor, in order to “disseminate through writing and teaching” 
what he thought valuable in European philosophy and culture, and not pri-
marily as a student of Japanese culture or even as a partner in dialogue.17 Yet 
the Japanese were, for their part, willing to learn from him, and generations of 
Japanese thinkers have paid serious attention to his critique.18

In his own 1949 book on European nihilism, Nishitani Keiji wrote a 
concluding chapter, titled “The Meaning of Nihilism for Us,” in which he ac-
knowledges and responds to Löwith’s critique. Nishitani writes:

Löwith compares the undiscriminating nature of the Japanese with the free mas-
tery of the ancient Greeks when they adopted neighboring cultures: they felt free 
among others as if they were at home, and at the same time retained their sense 
of self. There is no such unity of self and others in the case of Japan. Löwith says 
that modern Japan is itself a “living contradiction.” What he says is true—but how 
are we then to resolve such a contradiction? (NKC 8: 179; SN 176)

Nishitani goes on to say that the answer to this question can only come by way 
of first clearly recognizing the cultural crisis and “spiritual void” in modern 
Japan: “The reason the void was generated in the spiritual foundation of the 
Japanese in the first place was that we rushed earnestly into Westernization 
and in the process forgot ourselves” (NKC 8: 181–82; SN 178). Moreover, along 
with Löwith (as well as Nietzsche, Heidegger, and the many other European 
intellectuals cited in Löwith’s study), Nishitani sees the West itself as having 
fallen into a crisis of nihilism. According to Nishitani, for the Japanese there 
are two lessons—and two tasks—to be learned from European nihilism:

[It] teaches us, first, to recognize clearly the crisis that stands in the way of West-
ern civilization—and therefore in the way of our Westernization—and to take the 
analysis of the crisis by “the best minds in Europe,” and their efforts to overcome 
the modern period, and make them our own concern. This may entail pursuing 
the present course of Westernization to term. Secondly, European nihilism teach-
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es us to return to our forgotten selves and to reflect on the tradition of oriental 
culture. (NKC 8: 183; SN 179)

While his Nihilism book undertook the first task, that of understanding and 
appropriating European efforts to overcome nihilism, most of Nishitani’s sub-
sequent thought—namely his philosophizing on and from “the standpoint of 
Zen”—took up the second task of reappropriating an Asian tradition.

Nishitani is careful to distinguish his project from that of Japan’s Roman-
tic School19 and other reactionary thinkers who sought to reject the infusion 
of Western culture and return to a purportedly pure culture of premodern 
Japan. Nishitani writes:

There is no turning back to the way things were. What is past is dead and gone, 
only to be repudiated or subject to radical critique. The tradition must be redis-
covered from the ultimate point where it is grasped in advance as “the end” (or 
eschaton) of our Westernization and of Western civilization itself. Our tradition 
must be appropriated from the direction in which we are heading, as a new pos-
sibility. (NKC 8: 183; SN 179)

Nishitani was thus self-consciously undertaking a dual task: that of critically 
and creatively appropriating Western thought and culture while at the same 
time critically and creatively reappropriating Asian and Japanese traditions. 
Ultimately, moreover, his aim was not just to foster an autonomous yet inter-
national Japanese culture, but to make a Japanese contribution to thinking 
through the increasingly global problem of nihilism.

The problem of “nihilism” per se was a central theme of Nishitani’s 
thought in particular,20 a topic with which other Kyoto School thinkers, such 
as Nishida, were less directly engaged. However, the dual endeavor of criti-
cally and creatively appropriating Western culture and philosophy while also 
critically and creatively reappropriating Asian thought, was shared by all 
members of the Kyoto School, as well as by a number of important thinkers 
closely related to them.21 The philosophers associated with the Kyoto School 
were not only keenly aware of the issues pointed out in Löwith’s critique; they 
had in fact set out to address them long before Löwith arrived in Japan to 
teach them the ways of Western appropriation.

Questioning Willful Appropriation:  
A Counter-Critique of Löwith, Hegel, and the Greeks

But it is not enough to merely point out how the Kyoto School managed to 
learn from or even preempt Löwith’s lessons on critical cultural appropriation. 
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For even if they could—should the Japanese simply imitate the Greeks? Should 
the Japanese simply appropriate Western manners of appropriation? Löwith 
holds up the Greeks as a paradigm of authentic cross-cultural encounter. But 
is there not often something rather willful and, to put it bluntly, self-centered 
about Greco-European cultural appropriation?

In his 1949 text, “The Meaning of Nihilism for Us,” Nishitani follows Nietz- 
sche in calling for a recovery of what he calls a “primordial will” to forge a 
path into the future by way of critically retrieving what is noble in the culture 
and philosophy of one’s ancestors. However, while the theme of “looking back 
in order to look ahead” remains a constant, a radical critique of the notion of 
“will” becomes a central theme in Nishitani’s thought by the 1961 appearance 
of his magnum opus, What is Religion? (translated as Religion and Nothing-
ness).22

There Nishitani claims that all “standpoints of will” are in the end bound 
to one type or another of “self-centeredness,” be it that of an individual or 
collective egoism, or that of an ethnocentrism that is backed up by the will 
of a personal god (NKC 10: 222–23; RN 202–203). What he calls the field 
of śūnyatā (emptiness) is reachable only by means of “an absolute negativity 
toward ‘the will’ that underlies every type of self-centeredness.” The Buddhist 
standpoint of non-ego (muga) on the field of śūnyatā, he writes, “implies an 
orientation directly opposite to that of will” (NKC 10: 276; RN 251; transla-
tion modified). And it is only from a standpoint of non-willing that a genuine 
“responsibility to every neighbor and every other”—which entails a non-dual 
(that is, “not one and not two”) relation which neither alienates nor incorpo-
rates the other—becomes possible (NKC 10: 281; RN 255).

The non-willing and non-dualistic standpoint of śūnyatā is ultimately 
realized by way of an intuitive wisdom (prajñā) that transcends the limits of 
subjective reason; and the holistic practice of self-emptying that leads to this 
wisdom is something Nishitani thinks the West can learn from the East.23 On 
the other hand, however, a dialogical suspension of egoistic will in submis-
sion to reason is something that he thinks the East can learn from the West. 
Commenting favorably on the legacy of Platonic dialogue, Nishitani writes: 
“Dialogue begins . . . from a letting go of the ego and a submission to reason-
ableness.” Moreover, the philosophical spirit introduced by Plato’s dialogues 
is said to be that of “inquiry aimed at the gradual discovery of something new, 
something not yet known to the participants” (NKC 9: 56; NK 43).24 Dialogue 
involves, therefore, a suspension of egoistic will that opens one up to what one 
can learn from, and together with, one’s interlocutor, as opposed to a willful 
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appropriation of the other in a battle for the preservation and expansion of 
the domain of one’s own ego. In his multifaceted critique of the will itself, 
we see how Nishitani brings both Eastern and Western sources into fruitful 
dialogue.

Nishida—for whom philosophical inquiry involved not just intellectual 
self-reflection but also an askēsis of self-negation25—characterized Japanese 
culture not only as “musical” (that is, affective, harmonious, and fluid), but 
also as harboring an ego-negating spirit of “going to the truth of things” by 
“bowing one’s head before the truth.” Only by “emptying oneself ” can one 
“see things by becoming them,” and this practice of self-emptying is said to 
be both the wellspring of artistic creativity and the Japanese correlate to, and 
thus point of reception for, the discipline of Western science and rational in-
quiry (NKZ 12: 343–46). Nishida thus sought to reappropriate sources in the 
Japanese tradition that would open it up to mutually enhancing dialogue, and 
not antagonistic competition, with the West.

Not only was Nishida critical of Western imperialism and exploitation, 
but he was also strongly opposed to Japan-centric ideologues who wanted to 
either reject Western culture altogether or more often—as expressed in the 
popular slogan wakon-yōsai (Japanese spirit, Western technique)—reduce its 
role to that of a technical handmaid to an uncritically reified sense of Japa-
nese spirit. According to Nishida, Japan should neither retreat from the world 
into its own isolated cultural shell, nor should its goal be to unilaterally ap-
propriate or “digest” (shōka, literally “erase and transform”) Western culture 
by incorporating it into a purportedly unchanging culture or spirit of it own 
(NKZ 14: 399–400). For Nishida, tradition is not a static heritage, but rather 
a dynamic process wherein “the new is guided by the old and, at the same 
time, the new changes the old” (NKZ 14: 384).26 Moreover, what was most 
valuable in the life of Japanese tradition was a spirit of self-emptying opening 
to others and to truth, not an attachment to one’s own cultural artifacts and 
dogma or a will to appropriate the foreign and make it conform to one’s de-
signs. Rather than conservative retreat from or willful appropriation of other 
cultures, Japan should genuinely open itself to dialogue with them, in order 
to both learn and contribute. Only in this way could the world become truly 
worldly, in the sense that cultures would, in dialogue, be free to creatively 
transform themselves while maintaining their fluid integrity as living tradi-
tions (NKZ 14: 402).27

According to Nishitani, such cross-cultural dialogue would be made pos-
sible only by way of what he calls “a shift from today’s ‘egoistic’ way of being 
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a nation to a ‘non-egoistic’ way of being a nation” (NKC 4: 69).28 For Nishida, 
too, an internal principle of self-negation is a condition for becoming open 
to other cultures and thus a participant in world history (NKZ 8: 45). Rolf 
Elberfeld has well articulated this important aspect of Nishida’s thought when 
he writes: “If a particular historical world possesses no self-negation, then the 
will arises in it to become the entire world and it attempts to wipe out all other 
worlds.” According to Nishida, insofar as a culture is open to dialogue with 
other cultures, “then it possesses in itself [a principle of] self-negation, which 
means that it does not understand itself as the one and only comprehensive 
world.” Only by way of such self-negation is such a culture “free from itself in 
its intercourse with other worlds and cultures that are foreign to it.”29

In light of this critique of willful cultural appropriation that we have 
gleaned from the Kyoto School, let us return to critically examine Löwith’s ac-
count of the “genuine appropriation” (echte Aneignung) he finds in the West, 
and in the West alone. Löwith writes:

The appropriation of something other and foreign would presuppose that one 
can alienate or distance oneself from oneself, and that one then, on the basis of 
the distance one has acquired from oneself, makes what is other one’s own as 
something foreign. . . . In this way, the Greeks took a world whose roots were 
foreign and made it into their home. “Of course they received the substantial 
beginnings of their religion, education, and social cohesion more or less from 
Asia, Syria, and Egypt; but they wiped out, transformed, processed, and changed 
what was foreign in this origin; they made something different out of it, to such 
an extent that what they, like us, value, acknowledge, and love in it is precisely 
what is essentially their own.”30

Self-alienation—a partial analogue to the Kyoto School’s self-emptying or ego-
negation—plays the role here of a means to the end of self-enhancing appro-
priation of what is foreign. If there is an unmistakably Hegelian ring to Löwith’s 
account of cultural appropriation, this is no accident; indeed the second half of 
the above passage is quoted from Hegel, and is followed by Löwith’s statement: 
“This means that [the Greeks] were, in the Hegelian sense, with themselves 
[bei sich] or free in the other.” The Japanese, by way of contrast, are said to “not 
have any impulse to transform what is foreign into something of their own. 
They do not come from others back to themselves; they are not free, or—to put 
it as Hegel does—they are not with themselves in being-other.”31

For Löwith, as for Nishida, a “failure to critique oneself rests on the in-
ability to see oneself as another and to go out of oneself.”32 Yet whereas Nishida 
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had emphasized self-negation and becoming “free from oneself ” as an open-
ing to dialogue with others and to the indigestible alterity of the other in the 
depths of the non-substantial self, for Hegel and Löwith such “self-alienation” 
is ultimately a step on the way to “transforming the foreign into something of 
one’s own” so that one can come back to an expanded “freedom for oneself.”

Undoubtedly there is much to learn from Löwith and Hegel with regard 
to self-enhancing cultural appropriation. However, it is highly questionable 
that we should turn to Hegel—in many ways the philosophical godfather of 
Eurocentrism—in order to learn how to enter into a genuine dialogue with 
other cultures. According to Hegel, “world history,” as the historical process 
of Spirit’s self-othering and self-recollecting, “goes from East to West; for as 
Europe is the absolute end of world-history, Asia is its beginning.”33 Since the 
Greeks had purportedly already “internalized” (er-innert) all that was of value 
in Eastern culture and “Oriental wisdom,” these are now only a memory (Er-
innerung) for the West; and thus for Hegel there could be no reason to return 
to engage in a dialogue with the East.

In a number of ways Hegel is here taking up and radicalizing the an-
cient Greek stance toward foreign cultures.34 The ancient Greeks tended to 
see their appropriations as improvements on the originals, and it is perhaps 
for this reason that they rarely cite their Near Eastern and Indian sources. 
Although the ancient Greeks are generally considered the origin of Western 
culture, they did not in fact simply pride themselves on originality. Wilhelm 
Halbass writes: “It is precisely the openness for the possibility of alien sources, 
the readiness to learn and the awareness of such readiness which sustains the 
Greek claim of being different from the Orient.”35 There is a profound ambi-
guity here. On the one hand, the Greeks demonstrated a marked openness, 
or at least an inquisitiveness toward the foreign; on the other hand, they were 
motivated by a drive to appropriate the foreign, stripping it of its alterity and 
transforming its achievements into something of their own. And precisely 
this ability and will to appropriate the foreign is taken by the Greeks to be an 
essential trait that distinguishes them from the Orient.

This conceit of a supposedly unique ability to take an interest in and 
comprehend other cultures is clearly echoed two millennia later in Hegel’s 
presumption that “Asian thought is comprehensible and interpretable within 
European thought, but not vice versa.”36 Hegel epitomizes the Western spirit 
of conquest and comprehension of alterity; and his grand narrative of the self-
alienation and self-recovery of Spirit provides a most cunning justification for 
a Eurocentric teleological account of world history. Yet, as Gadamer recogniz-
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es, “Hegel’s dialectic is a monologue.”37 It is not a cross-cultural dialogue that 
is genuinely open to the alterity of other traditions, an alterity which exceeds 
the Western philosopher’s powers of self-recollection.

“The step from Hegel to Nishida [and the Kyoto School] is the step from 
a single ‘world history’ which derives from a principle of uniformity, to a his-
tory of ‘worldly worlds’ which is in itself structured polycentrically.”38 It is 
a step from a Eurocentric monologue to a pluralistic polylogue, where each 
participant not only alienates itself from its self-attachment so as to better 
receive the gifts of others, but also empties itself of its imperialistic drive in 
order to let others be, not just elsewhere, but also in the very heart of the inter-
relational self (NKZ 6: 381).39

pluralistic dreams and political nightmares
As Edward Said has demonstrated, a monological Orientalism has charac-
terized much of what modern Western intellectuals have had to say about 
the East.40 Moreover, a teleological Eurocentrism pervades not only much of 
modern Western philosophy, but also more overtly political theories of “de-
velopment” and “sociocultural evolution.”41 Such theories often tend to shift 
the geographical center from Europe to the United States, today’s juggernaut 
of globalization. Francis Fukuyama even provides us with a grand-narrative 
legitimization of teleological Ameri-centrism.42 He argues that all societies, 
even those who are dragging their feet or violently resisting, are destined to 
progress along the “caravan trail” toward us (i.e., the U.S.). The United States 
is thought to be the beacon of liberal democracy and free-market capitalism, 
the ultimate political and economic form of a nation in which all individuals 
are free at last to compete against one another for fame and fortune, instead of 
fighting over ideas. Indeed Fukuyama sees the last bulwark against the nihil-
ism of what Nietzsche calls the “last man,” in the thumos (ambition) of capital-
istic competition. This is because, in the globalized American world-culture 
that Fukuyama envisions as his teleological “end of history,” there are no more 
grand ideological battles to fight. On the other hand, Samuel Huntington has 
(in)famously argued that the global ideological wars are just getting started, 
and will usher in an inevitable life-or-death struggle between eight or nine 
fundamentally incompatible civilizations.43 Must we acquiesce to either global 
Americanization or a clash of civilizations?

The Kyoto School attempted to develop an alternative global vision. Its 
members were among the first non-Western philosophers to thoroughly criti-
cize the trend toward Euro/Ameri-centric cultural homogenization, and to do 



Dialogue and Appropriation    |    45

so without calling for a regressive parochialism and without resigning us to a 
clash of cultures.

Nishida both affirmed the synthetic character of cultures, Japan in partic-
ular,44 and argued that this need not and should not imply an annihilation of 
cultural integrity and cultural differences. In a true “worldly world” or “world 
of worlds” (sekai-teki sekai),45 each culture would be allowed to open itself up 
to other cultures in its own way. Nishida denies that the individuality of the 
world’s cultures should (or even could) be reduced to a global oneness: “The 
loss of specificity entails the disappearance of culture itself. . . . A true world 
culture will be formed [only] by various cultures which, while maintaining 
their own respective standpoints, develop themselves through the mediation 
of the world” (NKZ 7: 452–53). A culture would develop, not dissipate itself, 
by opening up to dialogical engagement with others. In this way Nishida at-
tempts to resolve the tension between maintaining a fluid sense of cultural 
identity and bringing about a cooperative exchange between cultures.

It needs to be pointed out that Nishida did not always think of cultural in-
teraction in terms of peaceful harmony (Jp. wa); he accepts that it also entails 
mutual strife and struggle (Gr. polemos).46 In places, Nishida speaks of the 
worldly world of “contradictory identity” not only in terms of “mutual supple-
mentation” (NKZ 12: 392), but also in terms of a “mutual struggle” (see NKZ 
8: 529; 12: 334).47 Nishida accepts that historical ages have in the past always 
been established by a nation taking charge and unifying a world, and that the 
global world as a whole was first unified by Western imperialism. And yet, 
he goes on to write, we stand on the brink of a radically new world-historical 
era in which we must go beyond the simple paradigm of mutual competition 
between “nations in opposition.” Above all, Nishida repeatedly emphasizes, 
“the imperialistic idea that puts one ethnic nation in the center surely belongs 
to the past.” The new global paradigm must be pluralistic rather than impe-
rialistic, and this implies moving beyond competitive antagonism to mutu-
ally transforming dialogue, to the collaborative construction of a “world of 
worlds,” a unity-in-diversity to which each nation contributes on the basis of 
its own world-historical perspective (NKZ 10: 256, 337).

Hence, when Nishida claims that Japan has a special ability to assimilate 
foreign cultures, this does not mean that it fails to achieve or loses its own 
identity in the process. And it should also not mean that only Japan is capably 
of a synthesis of the world’s cultures. If this were his assertion, then he would 
be subject to the criticism that “Nishida attacked . . . Eurocentrism by promot-
ing an equivalent Japanism.”48 It is true that Nishida, along with the rest of 
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the Kyoto School, did think that Japan was in a special position to help usher 
in a new age of both post-isolationism and post-imperialism. They thought 
that, precisely because of Japan’s ability to assimilate the strengths of others 
cultures—and in particular to modernize/Westernize—without abandoning 
its own tradition, it could lead other Asian nations in a resistance to Western 
imperialism and to the establishment of a “Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity 
Sphere” (daitōa kyōeiken).

Unfortunately, the reality of Japan’s political construction of the so-called 
Co-Prosperity Sphere had little to do with the ideality of the Kyoto School’s 
visions, which were themselves not unproblematic. Whether, to what ex-
tent, and in what manner Nishida and the other Kyoto School philosophers 
did end up supporting and promoting Japan’s disastrous imperialistic revolt 
against Western imperialism are questions that have fueled a controversy that 
has surrounded the Kyoto School for several generations. While clearly their 
political thought must be read critically, it is also clear by now that the Kyoto 
School can hardly be accused of simply proffering an ideological justification 
for Japanese militaristic imperialism.49 Their political engagements are more 
aptly described in terms of what ōhashi calls “oppositional cooperation” 
(hantaisei-teki kyōryoku).50 In other words, they attempted to reform Japanese 
political thought from within by redefining its terms and introducing a ratio-
nal and “world-historical” standpoint to what was quickly degenerating into 
an irrational Japan-centric fever.

It is beyond the scope of this essay to delve into this controversy. There 
has been a lot of work done, and there remains much still to be done on the 
political entanglements of the Kyoto School during the Pacific War.51 In any 
case, here I have attempted to take up the Kyoto School philosophers at their 
cross-cultural best, rather than to try to catch them at their political worst. 
I hope at least to have shown that they offer us an invaluable set of dialogue 
partners in the de facto post-isolationist and de jure post-imperialist meeting 
of Eastern and Western cultures.

Nishida and the other members of the Kyoto School were “philoso-
phers of interculturality” in both senses of the genitive in this phrase: They 
thought from out of their experience of the meeting of Eastern and Western 
cultures in modern Japan; and they thought about what a cross-cultural en-
counter does and should entail.52 What I have suggested that we can glean 
from their experience and thought is this: Cross-cultural encounter should 
be motivated not only by a will to self-enhancing appropriation of the for-
eign, and not ultimately by a teleological drive toward synthetic (mono-
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logical) unity, but rather first and foremost by a non-willful openness to 
dialogue without end.
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