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Dōgen, Shinran, Razan, Sorai, and Norinaga than it does with Plato, Aquinas, 
Descartes, Hume, Kant, or Hegel. 

This brings us to a second and more difficult task for translation: to bridge 
the gap in assumptions between the western philosophical reader and the origi-
nal Japanese thought. There are two things we can do. First, whenever we try 
to understand philosophers from any tradition, we need to pay close attention 
to the questions they are trying to answer. It is easy to make the error of asking 
our questions of a philosopher from another tradition or time. For example, in 
his doctrine of the oneness of mind and body, Dōgen was not addressing Car-
tesian dualism any more than Aristotle was in his theory of the inseparability 
of formal and material cause. To understand Dōgen’s philosophy, we must at 
least start with the issues that his philosophy was addressing, such as how Zen 
practices relate to enlightenment and whether one becomes a buddha through 
mind or body or both. 

This much would seem obvious, if not for the disturbing evidence that the 
more professional training one has in western philosophy, the more difficult it 
is to sympathize with cultural and intellectual assumptions from non-western 
traditions. The irony is that this lack of sympathy is a betrayal of the founding 
ideals of philosophy itself. Plato and Aristotle, Athenians to the core, would 
not consider ignoring the thought of the Milesians in Asia Minor, any more 
than Thomas Aquinas would ignore the Arab and Jewish theology of his time. 
Leibniz studied Chinese neo-Confucianism to help clarify his own ideas of 
preestablished harmony, and Hegel, Schopenhauer, and Emerson would not 
think of ignoring ideas from India brought to the West through the translations 
by missionaries and scholars. In the past century or two, however, to secure 
its place in the university, philosophy has become an academic Wissens chaft 
fitted out with its own “scientific” foundations and methodologies. As a result, 
students of western philosophy grow agitated when the Japanese philosopher 
they are reading does not answer, and in some cases does not even appear to 
understand, what to them are the most obvious questions. 

We therefore need at least a basic articulation of common assumptions 
and motifs that run throughout the Japanese tradition as general tendencies 
in its philosophical thinking. These are offered not as an orientalist project of 
essentializing the thinking of the “other,” but quite the contrary, to deconstruct 
the hidden assumptions of the western philosophical reader, especially when 
those are not the assumptions of the Japanese thinker being read. There is 
no way properly to judge generalizations about Japanese philosophy without 
traversing the territory for oneself. We present the following motifs only as 
landmarks for negotiating a path through what remains, when all is said and 
done, a tradition very different from that of western philosophy.
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Argument by Relegation

The preference for internal relations and an interdependence of 
wholes and parts is also reflected in the logic of argumentation by relegation. 
Here opposing positions are treated not by refuting them, but by accepting 
them as true, but only true as a part of the full picture. That is, rather than 
deny ing the opposing position, I compartmentalize or marginalize it as being 
no more than one part of the more complete point of view for which I am argu-
ing. This is different from argument by refutation, a form of disputation very 
common in the West and, interestingly, also in India. In that form of argument, 
the purpose is to obliterate the opposing position by showing it to be faulty in 
either premises or logic. The argument by refutation implicitly accepts the law 
of the excluded middle and the law of non-contradiction. That is, assuming 
there is no category mistake in the formulation of the position, either p or not-p 
must be true and they cannot both be true in the same way at the same time. 
Therefore, in the refutation form of argumentation, if I can show the opposing 
position to be false, my position is affirmed with no need to say anything more.

Argument by relegation, which is much more common in Japanese philoso-
phy, has its own advantages. Logically, it broadens the scope of discussion. Even 
if I am persuaded that another’s view is incorrect in some respect, it is never-
theless a real point of view and my theory of reality must be able to account for 
its existence. It carries with it the obligation to show how, given the way reality 
is, such a partial or wrongheaded view is possible in the first place. Rhetorically, 
an argument by relegation has the appearance of being irenic or conciliatory 
rather than agonistic or adversarial, but if we both share the model of argument 
by relegation, we will indeed be competing over which position can relegate 
which. Argument by relegation does engage in a kind of synthesis, but the 
purpose of this synthesis is not to show the complementarity of positions, but 
instead the superiority of one position over the other. This style of argument is 
pervasive in Japanese intellectual history and helps, in part, explain the endur-
ing fascination with Hegelian dialectical thought in modern Japan, but with an 
important difference that brings us to a final generalization.

Philosophy in Medias Res

Hegel’s dialectic used sublation to transform opposing positions 
from being externally related as exclusive opposites into a more integrated, 
internally related synthesis. As easily understandable as this was to modern Jap-
anese philosophers, they diverged at a fundamental point. Rather than embrace 
Hegel’s vision of a future telos towards which history was evolving, they turned 
the question on its head to ask where the dialectic had come from. If Hegel 
recapitulated an entire western tradition of bringing opposites into a final 
unity, Japanese philosophers were drawn to the logical place, the ontological or  
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experiential ground of unity out of which reality split into discrete, mutually 
exclusive polarities. To see the diversity as ultimately real is equivalent to con-
fusing what is discrete in the abstract with what is unified in its most concrete 
reality. Thus, to return to an earlier example, the mind-body problem is not a 
matter of establishing connections between a mind and a body existing inde-
pendently, but rather of asking how the concrete body-mind unity came to be 
thought of as a relation between independent, opposing substances.

In its inquiry into the abstract diversification of a single, unified reality, 
Japanese philosophers are not trying to lay out a historical aetiology that harks 
back to a distant past before things had fallen apart. They are concerned with 
recovering and expressing the experience of the here-and-now within which 
the original unity of reality is to be recognized. The preference for doing phi-
losophy in medias res begins in the gaps left by abstract concepts about reality. 
It is a kind of experiential ground out of which the abstractions of philosophy 
emerge and to which they must answer. Here the use of negative (and not 
simply apophatic) language is crucial. The ground of meaning must itself be 
intrinsically meaningless; the ground of the world of being and becoming must 
be intrinsically empty, a nothingness. Just as often, the language can be radi-
cally affirmative in a sense that western languages find clumsy, as in Buddhist 
expressions of the “suchness” or “of-itselfness” of reality, to which we might 
prefer something like William James’ allusion to the “blooming, buzzing confu-
sion” out of which all thought and reflection emerges.

E d i t o r i a l  c o n v e n t i o n s

Our aim in editing the over two hundred translations that make up 
this book has been to spare the reader as much inconsistency as possible and 
to make for an overall more readable text while at the same time allowing for 
a wide variety of style and interpretation. The balance is a delicate one and 
required the full collaboration of all three editors on the volume in its structure 
and content. From the outset, we decided it best to dispense with some techni-
cal apparatus that specialists might expect. Where words have been added to a 
translation to do no more than adjust syntax or specify a pronominal reference, 
the square brackets ordinarily used to set them off have been omitted. All other 
annotations have been kept to a minimum and relegated to footnotes, transi-
tional comments, or the Glossary. All this has been done with an eye to making 
the texts read more smoothly for a wider audience without forfeiting fidelity to 
the original. For the same reasons, minor adjustments to the wording of exist-
ing translations have been made rather freely, without drawing any attention to 
the fact. In cases where a published translation has been substantially revised, 
an indication is given in the corresponding bibliographic reference at the end 
of the volume.
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Nāgārjuna writes: The fifth is verbal expression that accords with reality…. 
Four among these five kinds of verbal expression4 are vacuous and deluded 
modes of expression, they cannot describe reality. Only the last kind of verbal 
expression is a true mode of expression, and it alone can convey reality. Based 
on the former four modes of expression, Aśvagoṣa5 bodhisattva taught that 
truth is beyond the marks of verbal expression.…

The first nine of these ten types of cognitive process6 do not connect with the 
truth. Only the last kind of mind is capable of connecting with the truth and 
of embodying its realm. Based only on the first nine kinds of cognitive process, 
therefore, it was taught that truth is beyond the reach of the mind. 

Kūkai’s comment: The meaning of reality’s being separate and not separate 
from verbalization and cognitive process, and so on, is clearly explained in this 
treatise. Wise scholars of the exoteric teachings ought to ponder this in detail 
and dissolve their confusions. 

Kūkai also cites passages from two texts well known to East Asian Buddhists, a 
Chinese version of the Laṅkavatāra sūtra and the “Treatise on the Great Per-
fection of Wisdom” attributed to Nāgārjuna, passages that do in fact state that 
the dharma-body engages in teaching. Here we find his citation and remark on 
the former. Such citations from scripture go a long way in Kukai’s eyes toward 
demonstrating to doubtful readers that there are important exceptions in the 
canonical literature to what many take to be the “standard” view of the dhar-
ma-body as an impersonal abstract principle incapable of teaching.

Fascicle 2 of the Laṅkavatāra sūtra reads: 

O Mahāmatī, the preaching of the dharma by the dharma-buddha is separate 
from the preaching of substances correlated with mental factors. It derives 
from the realm where we have the holy function of internal realization. This 
is what is known as the character of the “dharma-buddha’s preaching the 
dharma.”

……

4. [The five kinds of verbal expression are: those that arise from (1) the need to refer to the 
individual characteristics of things; (2) the delusional projection of previously experienced 
objects that are not presently there (so-called “dream speech”); (3) attachment to previously 
learned categories without seeing their inapplicability to what is really there; (4) habituated 
lines of analysis or argument that do not seriously engage or reflect how things really are; and 
(5) the accord or confluence of reality and words.] 

5. [Aśvagoṣa (ca. 80–150), is the purported author of the Awakening of Faith.]
6. [The text lists the ten cognitive processes as those arising from consciousness based in: 

(1) the visual; (2) the auditory; (3) the olfactory; (4) the gustatory; (5) the somatic (or tactile); 
(6) the intentional (or introspectively intuitive); (7) the (delusive) ego-generating center that 
lends a sense of “me” and “mine” to experience; (8) the “storehouse” in which “seeds” of pre-
vious experience are stored; (9) the field of many-as-one and one-as-many; (10) the field of 
one-as-one outside all such distinctions.]
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Why? Because awakening has the characteristic of empty space, and there is 
no one to comprehend it, nor is there any understanding of it. 

……
“Lord of Mysteries, how is one to know one’s own mind? For it cannot be 

apprehended by seeking it in distinctions or in colors or in shapes or in exter-
nal objects or in matter or in sensation, ideation, volition, or consciousness or 
in ‘I’ or in ‘mine’ or in the grasper (i.e., subject) or in the grasped (i.e., object) 
or in the pure or in the eighteen realms or in the twelve sense fields or in any 
other distinctions. Lord of Mysteries, this gateway to the bodhisattva’s pure 
mind of awakening is called the path whereby the dharma becomes clear for 
the first time.” [T 18, 1c]

……
Question: Is this principle of the phenomenal realm as oneness and the thus-

ness of the One Path regarded as a mark of the ultimate buddha? 
Answer: The bodhisattva Nāgārjuna has explained it in the Commentary on 

the Mahayana Treatise: 

The mind of the phenomenal realm as oneness is not found in a hundred 
negations, it defies a thousand affirmations, and it does not correspond to the 
middle; not corresponding to the middle, it defies heaven (i.e., supreme truth), 
and since it defies heaven, discourses of flowing eloquence are stopped in their 
tracks and speculations of careful deliberation are left with no recourse. The 
mind of oneness such as this belongs to the margins of ignorance and not to 
the station of knowledge. [T 32, 637c]

9. The Mind Utterly without Any Nature of Its Own 

This highest exoteric mindset represents that of the Japanese [Kegon] (C. 
Huayan) Buddhist. In emphasizing the interpenetration of all phenomena as a 
substanceless flux, this mindset is so close to the esoteric view that Kūkai tries 
to clarify the subtle differences.

In interpreting this mind utterly without any nature of its own, there are two 
approaches: one is the exoteric cursory approach, and the other is the esoteric 
secret approach. 

The exoteric cursory approach: … That which is near and yet difficult to see is 
one’s own mind, and that which is infinitesimal and yet pervades space is one’s 
own buddha. One’s buddha is difficult to conceive, and one’s mind is vast…. 
The remarkable among all that is remarkable, the absolute among all that is 
absolute—surely it is only the Buddha of one’s own mind. 

……
When the Buddha Vairocana first attained enlightenment, he discussed these 

matters extensively with 1Samantabhadra2 and other great bodhisattvas during 
the second week, and this corresponds to the [Flower Garland Sutra].…
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tion for most of Japanese Buddhist intellectual history, and continues to domi-
nate today as an uncritical supposition in the wider Japanese worldview. 

In the influential Nirvāṇa sūtra, buddha-nature was extolled as a [dharma] or 
discrete phenomenon existing within all transmigrating individuals like a kind 
of karmic seed that enabled them to make the transition from ordinary, mortal, 
beings to buddhas. This was the Indian view. Because it was understood that 
plants lack affect, they have no conscious activity that would generate karma, 
good or bad. Hence the plant world in Indian Buddhism was not traditionally 
part of the conception of the life forms that transmigrate and are therefore in 
need of liberation. In China, however, the concept of buddha-nature in plants 
was broached in the seventh century by Jicang (549–643) and expanded upon 
by Zhanran (711–782). The fundamental idea of buddha-nature was understood 
by many as a psychological rather than ontological notion, which prompted 
considerable controversy in Japan. In the esoteric school of Kūkai* we find 
a freedom in the symbolic use of language that was not shared by the other 
schools of Buddhism. A century later, the rival Tendai School had become split 
into esoteric and exoteric branches, bringing this question into clear relief.

Meantime, the rise of Pure Land Buddhism sparked by Hōnen* in the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries was seen as an explicit rejection of the original enlight-
enment thesis. Though Hōnen and his disciples were also Tendai monks, they 
emphasized facing the existential reality of suffering and the inability to achieve 
liberation through one’s own efforts. At best, original enlightenment was little 
more than a useless diversion to this group, but the repeated suppression of 
Pure Land groups in the medieval period confirms the degree to which the 
original enlightenment perspective had become normative at this time. 

The following selections reflect the breadth of the debate, which continues 
unabated from the Middle Ages to the present day. [pls]

Un i v e r s a l  b u d d h a - n at u r e
Saichō, n.d., 71–2

In the following selection from the “Private Notes on the Transmission 
from Xiuchan-si,” Saichō emphasizes realizing the identity or nonduality of the 
practitioner and Buddha through the practice of contemplation. 

First to be explained is the basic understanding of single-minded threefold 
contemplation. That is, one who practices calming-and-contemplation should 
calmly settle in a basic understanding of what the teaching and practice of 
calming-and-contemplation consists. Each and every dust-like phenomenon 
is simultaneously empty, conventionally existent, and the [middle], completely 
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Suzuki Shōsan 鈴木正三 (1579–1655)

After serving for several years as an officer of the guard at Osaka Castle, 
Suzuki Shōsan shaved his head and spent two years wandering, homeless and in a 
life of severe austerity. He entered a temple and was ordained, but gradually became 
impatient with the isolation and quiet. He was appointed by the feudal government 
to reassert Buddhist influence in the heavily Christian island of Amakusa and later 
moved to the capital, Edo, in order to preach within the secular realm. As a soldier 
he had kept pretty much to himself and had a liking for monks and temples. Once a 
monk, he distanced himself from the Zen establishment. He accepted the tradition 
of mingling Daoist and Confucian elements with Buddhism, just as he mixed Zen 
and the 1Pure Land2 practice of the 1nenbutsu2 with belief in the Shinto deities as 
manifestations of the Buddha. His use of nenbutsu was detached from Pure Land 
doctrine and presented merely as a convenient way to concentrate and quell the 
passions. Like the 1Shingaku2 movement of his age, he saw an underlying unity, 
both metaphysical and moral, of Buddhism, Confucianism, and Shinto. He did not, 
however, accept Christianity as part of the mix.

The following passages are taken from a tract written the year before Shōsan left 
the military to became a monk, and from a collection of recorded sayings published 
forty years after his death. Shōsan’s is a moral philosophy, not one based on a for-
mal argument of principles but on a few key ideas pursued wholeheartedly. Indeed, 
Shōsan was critical of scholarship that hears only with the ears but is “inattentive 
to the heart.” His language reflects well the way in which the practical philosophy 
of Zen can begin from any experience and within any way of life and then open the 
mind to the 1one great matter2—release from the cycle of 1birth-and-death2 through 
an almost fanatical disgust with the body. In the case of Shōsan, this is particularly 
striking because of his experience as a warrior before becoming a monk.

[jwh]

D e at h  e n e r g y
Suzuki Shōsan 1619, 49–54 (31–5, 39–40); 1696, 149, 154, 160–2,  
171–4, 238, 240–1, 249 (90, 95, 103–6. 115–18, 147, 151–2, 163–4)

We must know without a doubt that joy lies in knowing 1birth-and-
death2. Now the truth that all who are born must die is upon our lips, but we 
do not realize it in our hearts. Youth is soon over, the hair turns white, wrinkles 
furrow the brow, the physical body declines day by day, and with every sunrise 
and sunset our dewdrop of a life approaches its term. And yet this never aston-
ishes us. Last year gives way to this, spring passes and fall comes, but we do not 
understand what is meant by the scattering of the blossoms and the falling of  
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Asakusa are today. Their purpose was to test the quality and validity of their 
meditation in the midst of activity.

[pby]

K ō a n  a n d  t h e  g r e at  d o u b t
Hakuin Ekaku 1743, 412–13 (62–4); 1751, 232–4 (144–6,); 1792, 324–5 (163–4)

Hakuin’s method requires strong faith in the liberation to come but 
equally strong suspicions about one’s own understanding. Kōan practice con-
tinually pushes one deeper into doubt until, with nothing to rely on, one breaks 
through to liberated consciousness.

A priest of former times, Gaofeng Yuanmiao (1238–1295) said, “A person who 
commits himself to the practice of Zen must be equipped with three essentials: 
a great root of faith, a great ball of doubt, and a great tenacity of purpose. Lack-
ing any one of them, one is like a tripod with only two legs.”

By “great root of faith” is meant the belief that each and every person has an 
essential 1self-nature2 one can see into, and the belief in a principle by which 
this self-nature can be fully penetrated. Even though you attain this belief, 
you cannot break through and penetrate to total awakening unless feelings of 
fundamental doubt arise as you work on the difficult-to-pass kōan. And even 
if these doubts build up, and crystallize, and you yourself become a “great 
doubting mass,” you will be unable to break that doubting mass apart unless 
you constantly bore into those kōan with a great, burning tenacity of purpose. 

It is with great respect and deep reverence that I urge all you superior seekers 
who investigate the secret depths to be as earnest in penetrating and clarify-
ing the self as you would be putting out a fire on top of your head; to be as 
assiduous in boring through your doubt as you would be seeking a lost article 
of incalculable worth; to be as hostile toward the teachings left by the buddha-
partriarchs as you would be toward a person who had just slain your parents. 
Anyone belonging to the school of Zen who does not engage in the doubting 
and introspection of kōan must be considered a deadbeat rascal of the lowest 
type, a person who would throw away the greatest asset he has. Hence Gaofeng 
said, “At the bottom of great doubt lies great enlightenment…. A full measure 
of doubt will become a full measure of enlightenment.”

[naw]

The first kōan alluded to in the following passage has to do with a conversa-
tion between a student monk and a Zen master named Zhaozhou in which the 
student asked if a dog has 1buddha-nature2, as humans do. Zhaozhou answered 
in the negative by saying “Mu!”—literally “no” or “nothing.” The meaning is not 
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oaths or vows from their pre-buddha stage of practice, describing what such 
individuals hoped to accomplish should they succeed in attaining buddhahood. 
Since these narratives always end in success, they are in effect scriptural con-
firmation that those vows are in force now. Among them, the vows generated 
by the bodhisattva 1Dharmākara2, who later became the Buddha Amida, are 
the basis of the so-called Pure Land School in Japan. Amida and his pure land 
are special because of various explicit statements in sutras that, in sum, state 
that Amida will bring all people to his personal pure land, even the worst of 
criminals, if they but believe in his pledge, commit themselves to turn over their 
karmic merit toward this goal of rebirth in his Pure Land, and engage in a simple 
ritual called 1nenbutsu2, invoking Amida’s name to that end.

Hōnen shifted the paradigm to abandon the traditional Buddhist assumption 
that difficult practice leads to greater achievements, replacing it with the claim 
that easy practice leads to greater achievements. That is, although nenbutsu 
practice, either as a silent meditation on Amida Buddha’s attributes, visualiza-
tion of his pure land, or recitation of the short phrase 1namu-Amida-Butsu2 (I 
take refuge in Amida Buddha), had been practiced in Japan for at least three 
hundred years previously, it was primarily done to induce trance states and have 
visions, or to build up enough karmic merit after thousands of repetitions of the 
recited phrase to ensure a postmortem rebirth in Amida’s Pure Land. In Hōnen’s 
vision, however, the buddha is changed from a god in the role of a parent who 
promises to reward the good behavior of a child, to a committed mentor who 
is actively involved in the interior life of the practicing believer. One no longer 
needed any particularly difficult meditative practices to have access to Amida’s 
Pure Land because Amida would take people there with as few as ten, or even 
only one, recitation of nenbutsu if it were heartfelt. 

Hōnen’s argument was this: if the attainment of the goal of 1nirvāṇa2 or 
buddhahood is only achievable by those who can accomplish the most difficult 
of meditations, then for everyone living in Japan—one thousand years after the 
death of 1Shakyamuni2 Buddha and at an impossible distance from India—the 
chances of success were very small. Moreover, looking around, how many bud-
dhas does one see? Why would any buddha who is dedicated to saving all living 
beings create a religious system that only rewards the few? Is it not more plausi-
ble to understand the earlier paradigm as merely an 1expedient means2 to bring 
everyone to the realization that seeking final liberation without the presence of 
a buddha has never been really viable, but was put in place so people would see 
the logic of choosing instead the avenue to the Pure Land of Amida Buddha? 
Hōnen was also fighting against another idea that had come to dominate reli-
gious thinking in his time. That was the belief that although transmigration 
was unavoidable, the individual’s state of mind at the moment of death had far 
greater karmic impact than any other psychic event in one’s lifetime. Nenbutsu 
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branch of the Buddhist institution that takes Shinran as its founder. Kiyozawa 
was a promising student in the graduate program of western philosophy at Tokyo 
University in the 1880s when he was forcibly drafted by his church, the Ōtani 
branch of the head temple, Hongan-ji, to modernize its educational system, and 
became the first president of a newly formulated university, crafted out of the 
church’s three-hundred-year-old seminaries. His essays on the value of objec-
tive inquiry influenced a generation of educational reformers. A devout Pure 
Land Buddhist and serious student of Hegel, Kiyozawa favored western terms 
like “infinity” and “salvation” to represent Buddhist truths, and the influential 
phrase “absolute other-power” is derived from the name of one of his essays. 
Kiyozawa famously challenged his peers to consider the implications of what 
they knew and how they knew it, insisting that if the truth is so transcendent 
that it cannot be confirmed, it is of little value. For Kiyozawa experience must be 
at the center of knowledge, even if that experience is hard to comprehend. He is 
remembered for the statement, “We do not believe in gods and buddhas because 
they exist; they exist because we believe in them.”

Kiyozawa thus set in motion a demythologizing and anti-metaphysical effort 
that resonates with both existentialism and early Buddhism. We have included 
a provocative essay where he urges the pursuit of morality precisely because it 
cannot be accomplished; here Kiyozawa is applying Shinran’s existential honesty 
to morals, leading to a Kierkegaard-like conclusion that moral failure is pre-
cisely when “other-power” truth can become visible. His student Soga expands 
Hōnen’s argument about the inevitability of Pure Land Buddhism by positing 
that Shakyamuni Buddha is the invention of Amida Buddha, despite the fact 
that in the scriptures it is Shakyamuni who relates Amida’s story. Although that 
effort appears more of a re-mythologizing than a de-mythologizing, elsewhere 
Soga argues that it is the humanity of Amida in evidence before he became a 
buddha that we share with him and that is most meaningful to us, not his divin-
ity. In Yasuda, we move into postwar discourse, in which the ideas of Heidegger 
and Tillich are brought to bear on the context of the Pure Land doctrinal tradi-
tion. As seen in Kyoto School thinkers beginning with Nishida as well, Pure 
Land thought continues to be a wellspring for philosophical inquiry in Japan 
today.

s u g g e s t e d  f u r t h e r  r e a d i n g

Amstutz, Galen. Interpreting Amida: History and Orientalism in the Study of 
Pure Land Buddhism (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997).

Bloom, Alfred, ed. The Essential Shinran: A Buddhist Path of True Entrusting 
(Bloomington: World Wisdom, 2007).
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everything outside the five forms of practice we regard as primary, in which 
we just delineated two subcategories: authoritative and ancillary. Practices 
considered secondary include reciting Mahayana sutras, committing oneself to 
the path by means of the 1bodhi-mind2 aspiration, keeping the precepts, and 
encouraging charitable activities.

……
1Self-power2 refers to seeking birth by means of efforts applied that come 

from within yourself. 1Other-power2 refers to relying only on the capacity of 
a buddha to effect spiritual transformation. That is why those who pursue the 
“rightly established” practice are called “specialized practitioners” and those 
who perform a miscellany of practices are called “nonspecific practitioners.”

……
There are five areas of gain or loss that can be identified in relation to these 

two approaches of primary and secondary practices. First is intimacy: the pri-
mary practices bring one toward Amida Buddha, but the secondary practices 
move one away. Second is proximity: the primary practices take place close to 
Amida Buddha, but the secondary practices take place far from the Buddha. 
Third is continuity: in the primary practices there is no break in the focus of 
one’s thoughts, but in the secondary practices concentration is not continuous. 
Fourth is 1merit-transfer2; pursuing the primary practices, this becomes the 
1karmic2 act for Birth in the Pure Land even without turning over the merit 
such acts create for this purpose, but secondary practices are only the cause of 
Birth in the Pure Land when the merit they create is turned over for this pur-
pose. Fifth is purity: the so-called primary practices are the acts that are pure in 
their devotion to birth in the Land of Bliss. The secondary practices are not like 
that, but are acts directed to other pure lands throughout the ten directions as 
well as to results in the world of men and gods. Therefore, we call believing in 
this way: “establishing faith on the basis of practice.”

……
Moreover, there are those who, though they know that even people who have 

committed sins will attain birth, continue to recite the Lotus Sutra repeatedly 
because it brings merit, never understanding why we are pained by this. This 
is most disgraceful. Some hold to the view that it would be something special 
to add certain performative activities to nenbutsu, because such practices will 
assist in attaining birth and will not do anything to prevent it. This calls for 
clarification. Do you think the Buddha would look favorably on something so 
wrong and encourage people to pursue it? However much they are advised to 
stop, ordinary people are drawn into the confusion of these times and pursue 
wrong practices, only to find that they lack the strength for it. Yet even then 
the Buddha’s compassion is overflowing and he will not abandon them. Those 
people who do wrong things such as pursuing other forms of practices in addi-
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past applies universally to all. There is no notion that the ignorant should prac-
tice nenbutsu and the wise should pursue other practices. Nenbutsu is for all 
sentient beings in all ten directions. It does not discriminate between the wise 
and the ignorant, between good people and bad, between those who uphold the 
precepts and those who do not, between nobility and commoners, or between 
men and women. Whether sentient beings live in a time when a buddha is pres-
ent in the world, or in a time after a buddha has disappeared, and even should 
sentient beings be living after ten-thousand years of mappō when the three 
treasures4 have been lost, the nenbutsu remains a prayer for any age. [mlb]

4. [The “three treasures” refer to the Buddha, the 1dharma2 that he taught, and the saṅgha 
or community that transmits the teaching.]
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the owner, all things are his possessions. That this is the real nature of things is 
the subject not only of the deep religious conviction, but also of the ordinary 
mode of thinking.…

11. 1Self-power2 and 1other-power2 (or salvation). There are two different 
ways in which the finite looks on the infinite. The one way is to take the 
infinite as potentiality while the other is to regard it as actuality. This is simply 
in accordance with the necessity of our knowledge, whereby whenever we 
recognize a thing, we must either take it as potentiality (as seed) or regard it 
as actuality (as plant). Now if we take the infinite as a potentiality, it must be 
understood as an undeveloped capacity, while if we regard it as an actuality, it 
must be understood as a developed reality. It must exist within the finite, for it has 
not yet appeared as the infinite, while on the other hand, the actual reality must 
exist without the finite, for it has already manifested as the infinite. Referring 
this to the practical side of religion, we say that the unity of the finite and the 
infinite is attained either by the development of the internal capacity of the finite 
or by the assistance or grace of the external actual reality. The former is termed 
the self-power gate (or path) and the latter the other-power or salvation gate. The 
explanation of the denominations is as follows: the former is that in which the 
finite is required to use its own powers to develop its potential capacity, while 
the latter is that in which the finite, not using its own power, is led to unity by 
the other’s actual power. These two gates are the most fundamental distinction 
in religion. Unless we pass through either of these gates, we can never enter the 
true state of religious life. Someone may say that there is no need of the two 
gates, because the infinite, existing both in and out of the finite, may help us to 
attain the infinite by the double influence of the potentiality and the actuality at 
the same time. The answer is that it is an impossibility, for it requires us to have 
the seed and the plant in one body at the same time.

M o r a l i t y  a n d  r e l i g i o n
Kiyozawa Manshi 1903, 149–58

Now, with regard to the issue of precisely what is good and what 
is bad, although all ordinary people feel this is perfectly obvious, looking at 
the research of scholars we find that things are in fact not at all clear. What is 
considered good in country a may be considered bad in country b, and the 
reverse may also be true. Moreover, what was considered good during a former 
age may be seen as bad at a later time within the same country. The converse 
also occurs. This being the situation, there are inevitable doubts about what is 
truly good and what is truly bad. When people speak of a morality or religion 
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contradistinguished from absolute truth, for both Buddhist truths end up as 
teachings of morality….

The argument is made that while it may be acceptable to draw a distinc-
tion between religion and morality such that religious people preach religion 
and moralists preach morality, the preaching of religion itself has the effect of 
destroying morality and is therefore problematic. Though this may seem like 
a small irritation, there is really nothing that can be done about it. If morality 
is that weak, then its dissolution may not be such a bad thing. It is, after all, 
the duty of a religious person to teach religion. But one fulfills that duty for its 
religious effect, certainly not because one intends to do away with morality.…

One wonders, however, how relevant such vague arguments are to the real-
ity of our situation. Just what is the professionally religious person supposed 
to teach? Such a person is in no position to choose between someone who has 
killed another human being and someone who has not, or to be concerned over 
whether or not the person before one is a thief, or whether or not someone 
who wants to commit adultery should be allowed to do so. Speaking from the 
religious point of view, one has no choice but to stress that infinite compassion 
embodied in the Buddha does not alter its salvific intent based on whether or 
not someone has committed murder, theft, adultery, or any other sin.

How do specialists in morals hear this? Is this something that they feel will 
destroy morality, something that will vitiate humanist values? If there are people 
who assert such things without hesitation, they do so rashly. Anyone who 
clearly understands why religion and morality are distinguished would have to 
say this: “To not scold someone for having committed murder, theft, adultery, 
or lying is truly what religion is supposed to be.” Nevertheless, from a human-
istic, moral point of view, murder and theft are heinous crimes; licentiousness 
and falsehood must not be permitted. The people who commit these offenses 
are all transgressors against humanity and, in a moral sense, depraved individu-
als. It is thus without denigrating morality that we advocate that religionists 
should expound their teachings from a religious standpoint, and moralists 
should preach about their moral concerns. Standing separately, there should be 
not even a hint of any conflict of interest.

Consider the mind of someone who has murdered, stolen, had improper 
sex, or lied. If his moral concerns came before his religious concerns, he would 
repent and thereafter devote himself to a moral path. If he gave precedence to 
religion over morality, he would rush at once to a portal of religion. If he were 
someone who needed both religion and morality, then after repenting his sin, 
he would simultaneously commit himself to the paths of both. If he were some-
one who did not reflect upon either religion or morality, he would wander in the 
dark night of his crime just as he is. We can also use this model to understand 
those people who have not committed crimes like murder, theft, and so forth…. 
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exalted or consists of love and mercy. I certainly cannot conceive the universe as 
a mere mechanical thing; I believe that there is spirit in the universe. But there 
is no way I can believe that the universe has aims the way human beings do, and 
certainly not that it would make mercy its aim.

……
The doctrine of the Trinity is an expression of longing for a share in the 

august life and infinite sympathy of Christ, which is then located within God. 
In the same way that those who lack the capacity for deliverance cannot feel the 
need for salvation, so, too, those who feel infinite gratitude toward the person 
of Christ already bear a spark of the divine spirit in their hearts. Thus, the God 
who is the object of faith in the man Christ is the very spirit and light of the 
self. Such an idea of God may not be equal to such persons’ intuition, but even 
if they hold to the superstition of a personal God existing apart from the self, I 
cannot believe that such a vague and dreamlike idea would dominate the whole 
of one’s activity. Aesthetic sense may allow it but religious feelings would never 
do so…. There may be aberrations in their thought, such as taking the unity of 
three persons as a merging of the three into one, but would these not be due 
rather to the fact that such believers have not yet come to a truly Christ-cen-
tered faith? The reason Christianity has come to have such great power is that 
it has recognized God in the self and in Christ; in other words, that it rejected 
the God of imagination and adopted the God of reality.

Similarly, the ground of Buddhist faith lies in the light itself that shines at the 
bottom of the human heart; it does not lie in a universal reality at the bottom of 
the universe. The idea itself is majestic but everything stops there. It is not ethi-
cally exalted or merciful or the object of my gratitude; it is neither the object of 
religious faith nor the direct cause of faith. The true ground must be a light that 
lies at the bottom of the authentic aspiration of human life; only this can be the 
foundation of my true ideal. In that sense, Shakyamuni and I are one. No God 
or Buddha is superhuman, since that would limit the meaning of humanity, 
reduce it to sin, and deprive it of its spiritual nature.

In essence, polytheism and monotheism are one. In its very inability to embrace 
polytheism, monotheism affirms, I believe, that its essence is self-centered 
prayer, a mere mutation of polytheism. This is indeed the case. A look around at 
the global confusion caused by the present world war demonstrates that mono-
theism, as a self-power religion, is in fact polytheistic. The God of the Germans 
and the God of the British both allege to be the God of Jesus Christ, but the fact 
that they can be fighting with one another and all the while professing the same 
God is proof of their polytheism.

Their God is a supernatural God. They think of “nature” as actual reality and 
therefore try to posit God’s reality above nature’s…. Their nature is material, 
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pleasant smells. All such desires are produced by “the mind of humanity.” This 
mind has many selfish tendencies, yet harbors few impartial tendencies.… 

When righteous principles prevail in the mind, although we may think of 
food and clothing, we might still be willing to endure hunger and cold and 
decline food and clothing. Similarly, when righteous principles prevail we will 
not look at bad sights, nor will we listen to what one should not hear. Nor will 
we violate propriety in longing for things. Nor will we seek unjust wealth and 
fame. Thus this aspect of the mind is referred to as “the mind of the Way.” While 
everyone originally possesses this aspect of the mind, because it is difficult to 
manifest fully, and is apt to remain hidden or obscured, it is said that “the mind 
of the Way is subtle.”

“Being refined” means discerning and manifesting “the mind of the Way” so 
that selfishness is not mixed in at all. “Being unified” means solely to preserve 
and correct the mind at all times. If, by being refined and unified, we can make 
“the mind of the Way” the master and make “the mind of man” follow it, then 
even precarious situations will become simple, subtleties will become manifest, 
and all matters will naturally accord with principle.

The Five Relationships

In ancient times as in the present, relations between ruler and 
subject, father and son, husband and wife, older and younger brother, and 
friends—these 1five relationships2 have existed between heaven and earth. 
Since these ways have continued unaltered, they are called “universal ways”.… 
To understand this well is wisdom; having within one’s mind the feelings neces-
sary for these five is humaneness; and practicing them well is courage. These are 
all, in every respect of practice, one genuine truth. Yet unless they are carried 
out with 1sincerity2, then wisdom will not be wisdom, 1humaneness2 will not 
be humaneness, and courage will not be courage. Unless practiced with sincer-
ity, these relationships will be alienated from human desires and contrary to 
principle.

Humaneness

Humaneness refers to loving things. If we love things as much as we 
think of ourselves, then our humaneness will surely be genuine and sincere, 
devoid of selfishness. Under any circumstances, upon seeing a child about to fall 
into a well, even those who did not know the child at all would pity him, feel-
ing that they should try to pull him out. However, there are some people with 
debauched, misguided minds who might allow a child to fall into a water well, 
but they could not do this if it were their own child. Then there are those acting 
out of anger who might murder their own child. But even such self-centered 
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people would surely regret their actions. We cannot conjecture from such 
cases. Therefore, humaneness is something completely present in the minds of 
any and all people. By enlarging this mind, we leave off completely selfishness, 
regrets, and bitterness. If we extend to others what we wish for ourselves, why 
would we feel bitter about anything? 

Humaneness involves the production of things. Righteousness involves elim-
inating what is bad. In killing a rat, the killing is not humaneness; yet to refrain 
from killing the rat is not right either. Deliberations as to whether one should 
kill a thing or help it must address matters of humaneness and righteousness. 
If by killing, one eliminates evil, then there is humaneness in the righteous act 
of killing. If that is so, killing the rat is humane. Killing thieves to admonish 
others against doing evil expresses this same mind. To think that humane-
ness consists only of compassion is to think simply of “small humaneness.” To 
admonish one evil person and thus provide for the goodness of myriad others is 
“great humaneness.” Therefore, while humaneness is love, a person is not being 
humane in loving evil persons. Rather humaneness consists in loving what is 
good and detesting what is evil. If we proceed in this way, what selfishness will 
there be? 

Righteousness

Righteousness is the ground of the mind of humanity in decision-
making. Following the times and circumstances refers to doing what is appro-
priate. While human life is a precious thing, if our minds do not consent, we 
will not accept food and will die. Or, we will not accept clothing and die. When 
deciding whether to accept them and live or to refuse them and die, more than 
calculating that we will live by accepting these things, we should ask if it accords 
with principle that we decline them and meet death. When facing an army 
advancing, we can face certain death by courageously fighting, or we might 
escape by fleeing. Yet if we conclude that circumstances are gloomy and that it 
is our time to die, then we will decide that it is best to advance, fight, and die. 
These are all cases of righteousness. 

It is also righteousness that leads us to correct an error within ourselves out of 
shame by quickly seeking to do good. Righteousness, too, resides in detesting, 
rejecting, and discarding the evil that is found in others. Serving our ruler loy-
ally also involves righteousness. Differing with friends in matters of opinion is 
a matter of righteousness, too. When one’s friends refuse to listen to reproaches 
even when they are given enthusiastically, righteousness involves calling on 
their associates to help right their wrongs. Once this sense of righteousness is 
extended to everyone below heaven, people will all do good and refrain from 



310 |  c o n f u c i a n  t r a d i t i o n s

evil. Subjects will respect their rulers, inferiors will revere their superiors, and 
the customs of the realm will naturally lack any evil. 

Trustworthiness

The sinograph for trustworthiness combines those for person and 
speech. Thus to say something that is not trustworthy is not to act like a person. 
This suggests that trustworthiness is sincerity, that it refers to what is not false.… 
Trustworthiness is truth, respect for things, and sincerity. As truth, trustworthi-
ness entails being doubtless; as sincerity, it means one has no misgivings about 
things. “Lacking even a modicum of error or deviation” means that those who 
are trustworthy do not mix up what is being talked about. It means that when 
they speak, their words can be acted upon clearly. Such persons speak with sin-
cerity in their mouths as well as in their minds: there is no discrepancy between 
what is said and what is thought. Those who are trustworthy thus keep their 
minds upright and honest. There is nothing twisted to be found in them. In 
their speech they are completely correct, setting aside anything that is contrary 
to the Way. They are diligent in their practice of the good. They stand with their 
two feet solidly on the ground.…

Courage

Courage is the stoutheartedness that conforms to righteousness. To 
act immediately on what one perceives to be morally good is courage. Being 
hesitant, lazy, or unsure whether or not one should do something, even when 
one knows it is right, is not courage. Facing the enemy and fighting, even 
when one knows that death is certain, displays such a mind. Knowing there 
is nothing to fear, yet proceeding ahead into the dark of night full of fear is to 
be confused. Yet when one is doing what one should be doing, then one ought 
not to be afraid, regardless of the circumstances. While we know we are to be 
afraid of tigers and wolves, we tremble at the thought of wasps and bees getting 
in our clothes. While we may break precious things and throw them away, we 
regret damaging old pots and kettles. But if we are careful in everyday matters, 
we will not have courage when emergencies arise. If we constantly cultivate 
righteousness, give up doubts and fears, and think only of doing what accords 
with the principles of the Way, our minds will be strengthened. Then we can be 
considered courageous. 

Principle and Ki

Now even before heaven and earth opened up and after, principle has 
always been referred to as the supreme ultimate. When the supreme ultimate 
moves, it produces yang; when it is still, it produces yin. Yin and yang together 
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thing foul or polluted, it becomes filthy. Mix it with mud and mire and it, too, 
becomes muddy. 

Ki is what penetrates human nature. Ki is sometimes clear but sometimes 
dirty, sometimes bright but sometimes dull, sometimes thick but sometimes 
thin, sometimes open but sometimes blocked. Since these kinds of ki are chang-
ing, when a thing receives ki and takes shape, it becomes a certain kind of thing. 
Therefore, while human nature is fundamentally good, depending on what kind 
of ki it receives, it can be concealed by form, isolated by selfish desires, and lost 
within the mind.…

Because there are many kinds of inequalities in this disposition of ki, there 
are sages, worthies, wise men, and princes. These people all receive the clear-
est, brightest ki. There are also ordinary men, bad men, and stupid men. They 
all receive foul, disturbed ki. There are also men of righteous principle who are 
trustworthy but also foolish. They have received a disposition of ki which is foul 
yet thick. There are also persons who, though wise and intelligent, are frighten-
ing and cannot be trusted. They have received a clear yet rough disposition of 
ki. Because things are like this, there are few good men, while fools are plentiful; 
the morally refined are rare, though common fellows are many. 

However, by studying and learning, one can reform the bad in one’s disposi-
tion of ki, and change it to good. While the disposition of ki with which one is 
born, one’s 1temperament2, is surely fixed, one should not abandon it, leaving 
it as it is. Rather if one studies, even the foul parts will become clear just as 
water returns to its original nature. Likewise people, through study, can trans-
form dullness into brightness, ignorance into wisdom, weakness into strength, 
and even bad into good.… People of the highest category can associate with 
bad people without becoming bad themselves. Rather, their influence makes 
bad people good. People of the lowest category are born into such ignorance 
and darkness that even a worthy man’s influence does not alter their wicked-
ness. Instead, they despise worthies and detest morally refined persons. Since 
they become increasingly bad, they eventually meet destruction. Thus those 
who behave badly are incredibly ignorant people. Those born with an average 
human nature become good when they associate with worthies, but become 
bad when influenced by common people. Accordingly their natures can move 
to either goodness or wickedness. For example, when close to vermilion, they 
would become red; when close to black, they would become black. Thus they 
should carefully choose those with whom they associate.

Bright Virtue

1Bright virtue2 refers to our original mind. We receive it naturally 
from heaven, and are endowed with it in our bodies. The mind is formless, 

JimHeisig
Rectangle



i t ō  j i n s a i  |  357

learning, not realizing that those notions came from Laozi. Why is it that some 
have taken “void” as their name and others have referred to purity as “void”? 
When something is wrong in its roots, the errors spread through the branches 
and leaves. I cannot begin to count the mistakes that have issued from allowing 
heterodox notions into the sage’s teachings. Students must carefully attend to 
every word and phrase, discern them, scrutinize them, and by doing so, come 
to proper conclusions concerning their meanings.

Learning

Learning progresses from imitation to realization. In imitating a 
model one comes to understand it. The ancient word for “learning” today 
means “imitation.”… 

The role of imitation in learning can be compared to the study of writing. 
One begins by following a primer showing one how to handle a brush and write 
characters. Only after sustained study of the characters does one come to com-
prehend the subtleties of the ancients’ art of calligraphy. Neither imitation nor 
realization alone exhaustively characterizes the learning process.…

Learning is thus an awesome endeavor. The Buddhists extol human nature, 
not realizing that the Way and moral virtues should be revered more. Confucius 
himself esteemed the Way and moral virtues above all else. He discussed 
“preserving the mind” and “cultivating nature” merely in order to enhance his 
teachings about the Way and virtues.

The Way of humaneness, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom fills every-
thing between heaven and earth, penetrating past and present as an indestruc-
tible and ultimate moral principle.… 

Counteracting it makes one cruel and heartless. Righteousness means dis-
criminating, selecting, and discerning the distinctions among things, so that 
one’s decisions are clear and do not lead to confusion. Its absence only produces 
greed and shamelessness.… Distinguishing clearly between right and wrong 
and having no doubts about good and evil is wisdom. Not to do so produces a 
foolish, unenlightened person.

……
Thus nothing is more esteemed than the moral efficacy of learning; nothing 

is more beneficial. Not only can learning enable persons to realize their human 
nature, it helps them realize the individual natures of everyone and everything. 
Learning assists in the transforming processes of heaven and earth; it stands 
with heaven and earth in the order of things. Some may try to abandon learn-
ing and just follow their human nature, but such as these will never realize the 
unique natures of other people and things. They cannot assist heaven and earth 
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harbor even slight doubts, they are frowned upon. They are regarded as biased 
and heretical and they are consistently slandered. This is reprehensible and 
reflects a mistaken obstinacy.

The teaching of the sages is simple and direct; it does not have the defect 
of invoking strained or overly complicated interpretations. Later scholarship 
tends to be too fragmented; it does not have wholeness and balance. Thus, true 
scholars cannot bear all the details. To like simplicity and to dislike detail is a 
common human feeling. The scholarship of later generations is fragmented; 
consequently, it is contrary to common human feeling. It is natural that ordi-
nary people dislike that kind of scholarship. When the sages taught, they 
inspired students to make progress untiringly. When later Confucians taught, 
things were exactly the opposite.

When the petty person with few talents teaches, he has his self-assurance 
and he never doubts himself. Not distinguishing between the truths and false-
hoods of such persons, many people believe them and do not doubt them. Their 
teaching is not designed to inspire people with wisdom and virtue; it is merely 
a clever act.

If scholars do not follow the classics yet believe in latter-day biased opinions, 
then how can they realize their mistakes and examine the root of the Great 
Way?

The Metaphysical and the Physical

In my view, “physical form” means having concrete substance. “What 
is above” means heaven. “What is below” means the earth. “What is above form” 
means the generative forces (ki) of yin and yang; “what is above form” is with-
out shape and exists in heaven. It is above the physical forms and the concrete 
objects of “the myriad things.” That is why it is called “above form.” “Configura-
tion” means the refined aspects of forms, and they issue from above. The ki of 
yin and yang are above and its manifestation we call “becoming configurations.” 
The two ki (yin and yang) in heaven operate and interact, and we call this the 
Way. What is called “physical forms below” refers to the concreteness of hard-
ness and softness of all things that are in the earth. Physical forms are the 
concrete substances of shapes and they remain below. By possessing shape and 
substance, things are formed. We call them concrete objects.

Heaven exists above, earth exists below. Thus they are designated “upper” and 
“lower.” The Way of heaven is formless and has the configurations of yin and 
yang. Thus it is said, “In heaven patterns are formed.” The way of earth, having 
physical forms, has concrete substance. As a result it is said, “In earth physical 
forms are created.” Hence, in heaven there are no physical forms while on earth 
there are physical forms. Doesn’t the expression, “In heaven configurations are 



416

Andō Shōeki 安藤昌益 (1703–1762)

Arguably one of the most systematic and profound 
metaphysical theorists of the early modern period, 
Andō Shōeki was virtually unknown as a philoso-
pher in his own day. He had no more than two dozen 
disciples and his voluminous writings were only rec-
ognized after their discovery in the late nineteenth 
century. Even today, Shōeki’s ideas remain relatively 
unknown among western scholars, though he is 
widely acknowledged as the author of one of the most 
penetrating and imaginative critiques of Confucian, 
Buddhist, Daoist, and Shinto thought to appear in 
early modern Japanese history, as well as a visionary 

metaphysician who elaborated one of the more complex and dynamic versions of an 
ontological system based on [ki]. 

Shōeki’s obscurity as a philosopher resulted partly from the fact that he was also 
a practicing physician in the rural castle-town of Hachinohe located in remote 
northeastern Japan (present-day Aomori prefecture). He was born in Niida (Akita 
prefecture) and returned there to spend his final years. Not once did Shōeki travel 
to either Edo or Kyoto to expound his philosophical vision before the intellectual 
luminaries of his day. Therefore, that his ideas should have produced no school and 
few followers is hardly to be wondered at.

Shōeki’s main work, The Way of Natural Spontaneity and Living Truth, which 
he worked on until the year of his death, is a sharp and often amusing critique of 
the major Buddhist, Confucian, and Shinto philosophical systems of the day. In it 
he also lambasts the ruling samurai elite, and indeed all those who presume to set 
themselves up above the rest. He counters his perception of the world about him 
with a utopian vision wherein all of humanity, men and women, live in a state 
of free and easy equality, at ease with each other, with the world of birds, beasts, 
insects, fishes, grasses, trees, and in harmony with the cosmic processes of natural 
spontaneity. 

In this respect, Shōeki’s thought echoes in important ways the ancient Daoist 
philosophies recorded in the Laozi and Zhuangzi. This is true not only of his vision 
of a harmonious world, but applies in particular to his attacks on Confucian ideas 
which are countered at every turn with ideas from the Daoist classics. Even so, in 
acknowledging the Daoist critiques of the Confucian sages, Shōeki is careful not 
to identify with the former. In the end, he insists, Laozi and Zhuangzi aimed to set 
themselves up as supreme masters, thus ending up no better than the sages they set 
out to discredit. This is fully in line with Shōeki’s stated claim to deconstruct the 
schools and their presumptions, and not establish one of his own.
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historical time, it cannot be the way of the present-day world. The Way must be 
in principle the Way in whatever time in whatever country, but it is essential for 
the Way of all ways to be practiced. The impracticable ways cannot be consid-
ered as the Way of truth. And it is impossible to practice the ways of the three 
teachings in present-day Japan.

……
What is the way that should be followed as the Way of truth in present-day 

Japan? We should simply strive in all matters for what is ordinary; should be of 
upright heart and right conduct in our everyday activities; should speak quietly 
and behave with restraint; and those who have parents should serve them well. 

If you have a master, you must be devoted to him…. If you have children, you 
must teach them well. If you have retainers, you must govern them well. If you 
have a husband, you must follow him well. If you have a wife, you must lead 
her well. If you have an elder brother, you must respect him well. If you have a 
younger brother, you must have compassion for him. As for the aged, you must 
hold them dear; as for the young, you must care for them. Do not forget your 
ancestors; do not neglect the intimate atmosphere of your home. In your deal-
ings with people, be perfectly sincere. 

Forbid yourself vile pleasures and have esteem for superior people. Do not 
despise the foolish. In general, put yourself in other people’s place and do not do 
anything bad to them. Do not be biting and sharp; do not misinterpret people’s 
intentions or be obstinate; do not be forceful and impatient. If you are angry, be 
so within reason, and if you are happy, do not lose control of your feelings. Do 
not be excessive in your pleasures, or abandoned in your grief. 

Whether you have enough or not, consider your lot as good fortune and be 
content with it. What you should not take, do not take even if it is just a trifle. 
If something must be given up, don’t begrudge it, even if it means losing high 
office in your country. Clothing and food, good or bad, let them be accord ing 
to your status, do not be extravagant, or miserly, do not steal, or deceive oth-
ers, do not let sensuality confuse you, do not lose self-control by drinking, do 
not kill a person who means no harm. Be prudent about your nourishment: do 
not eat what is bad, do not eat much. If you have time, learn the arts which are 
beneficial for yourself and be eager to become wise. 

To write in today’s script, to speak today’s language, to eat today’s foods, to 
wear today’s clothes, to use today’s utensils, to live in today’s houses, to follow 
today’s customs, to respect today’s rules, to mingle with today’s people, not to 
do the various bad things, but to do what is good—that is the Way of truth, that 
is the Way that is practi cable in present-day Japan.…

Now this Way of truth has not come from India; it has not been transmitted 
from China; it is not something initiated in the age of the 1kami2 that we should 
learn today. It has not come from heaven; has not risen from the earth; it is 
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As to the penchant of Shinto, it is for mysteriousness, esoteric and secret 
transmission, and the bad habit of simply concealing things. Secrecy is the root 
of lying and stealing. Thus while magic is interesting to see and high-flown lan-
guage is pleasant to hear, and so more or less forgivable, secrecy is much worse. 
Long ago, when people were honest, some secrecy may have been helpful in 
teaching and guiding them, but in these latter times when the number of people 
lying and stealing has increased, it is outrageous for people teaching Shinto to 
give perverse protection to such evils. Even in such mundane matters as Nō 
plays and tea ceremony, people all copy this secrecy, inventing certificates of 
initiation, even charging fees and making a business of it. This is surely deplor-
able. When asked why they established such regulations concerning secret 
instructions, they say it is because it is too difficult to pass things on to those 
whose ability has not matured. Although this argument may sound plausible, 
we should realize that all ways which are kept hidden, difficult to transmit, and 
passed on for a fixed price, are not the Way of truth.

[kas]

Wo r d s  a f t e r  m e d i tat i o n
Tominaga Nakamoto 1745, 83, 125, 117, 135–6 (81, 131, 123, 144–5)

The appearance of divisions among the various teachings came about 
because they all first arose by trying to go beyond the others.… After all, that 
good should be done and that evil should not be done, that good actions bring 
justice and evil actions bring injustice, is the natural law of heaven and earth. 
This did not originally wait for the teachings of Confucianism and Buddhism. 

Language

Language has three conditions. All words are conditioned by type, by 
period, and by the person, and this may be known as “language has three condi-
tions’.” To explain all language in terms of these three conditions is my stand-
point in scholarship. At any rate, looking at it in this light, I have not yet found 
any teaching in the whole world, or any language, which cannot be approached 
and interpreted in this way. This is why I say that three conditions and five types 
are the basis of the creation of language.

Human Nature

Why do we say that these things have little real sense? Well, it is like 
the teaching on human nature among the Confucians.… Gaozi said, “Human 
nature is without good and without lack of good.” Mencius said, “Human nature 
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most blessed nation on this earth. Norinaga believed that the Kojiki’s almost 
unintelligible writing system assured that scribes through the centuries would 
not have been able to alter its words to suit their own purposes. Therefore, he 
reasoned, its Japanese creation narrative is the only true one remaining in the 
world. To him, this implied that both the kami and the emperor have universal 
status: Japan is the “original land” where the sun itself was born, where its spirit 
is enshrined, and where its descendants rule. Therefore, the emperor is a uni-
versal monarch whose divine rule in Japan benefits all peoples.

In The Spirit of Rectification (1771) Norinaga presented the conclusions of his 
painstaking analysis of the Kojiki. Because of its radical nature, the text caused a 
stir among intellectuals of all denominations and provoked many reactions. One 
of the critics was a Confucian of Sorai’s school, Ichikawa Tazumaro (1740–1795), 
who wrote a response that became the object of a detailed critique by Norinaga 
(Arrowroot, 1780). Tazumaro disagreed fundamentally with Norinaga about the 
status of the Kojiki, and argued that this work was not a divine revelation but 
a product of the age in which it was written, designed to suit the stratagems of 
the emperors of that time. Norinaga rejected this view as a “heresy,” and argued 
that Kojiki contains a divine transmission that once existed also in other lands, 
but was utterly destroyed there by the sages of ancient China as they rewrote 
the creation narrative to suit their own purposes. When Tazumaro pointed out 
obvious inconsistencies in Kojiki’s plot, Norinaga reminded him of the fact that 
“the acts of the kami lie not in the realm of ordinary logic,” and chastised him 
for sullying the sincere belief of the ancient Japanese with his Chinese clever-
ness. Norinaga maintained that it was a “Chinese mentality” that would seek to 
have events fit the human standard of intelligibility, even if it meant distorting 
the miraculous nature of the events as they had actually occurred. It was, he 
said, precisely that sort of distortion that the idiosyncratic writing system had 
prevented. Furthermore, he countered Tazumaro’s claim that it was the Way 
of the sages that brought civilization to Japan by pointing out that China has a 
long history of chaos, while Japan has been ruled by an unbroken dynasty since 
the age of the kami; this, Norinaga claimed, is because Japan “is the home of 
the sun goddess,” a land “where the emperors are her children” and where “the 
hearts and minds of all of the people, from high to low, are superior to all other 
countries.” Works in which Native Studies scholars cross the boundaries of their 
discipline and discuss their basic stance with outsiders were rare. Arrowroot 
illustrates why this was so by displaying the unbridgeable gap between aca-
demic fields that rendered all discussion fruitless.

The Confucians were not the only ones who had trouble accepting Norinaga’s 
arguments; other Native Studies scholars were also among his opponents. Per-
haps the most radical of these was Fujitani Mitsue* (1768–1823). Born as the 
son of one of the country’s leading waka scholars, Mitsue developed a theory 
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Motoori Norinaga 本居宣長 (1730–1801)

Motoori Norinaga, the preeminent scholar of the 
early modern nativist movement known as Kokugaku, 
was born to a cotton wholesaler in the town of Matsu
saka. In 1752, he went to Kyoto to study medicine, 
where he also enrolled in the school of the Confu
cian scholar Hori Keizan (1689–1757). Through the 
course of his studies, which included native poetic 
and prose traditions, Norinaga was informed by two 
hermeneutical approaches. The first was that of Ogyū 
Sorai*, who advocated a return to the study of the 
original, primary texts of Chinese Confucianism in 
order to ascertain the “true facts” of the “Way of the 

sages” through the analysis of word meaning in context. The second was the philol
ogy of the Japanese language by Keichū (1640–1701), a Buddhist priest who wrote a 
groundbreaking commentary on the Man’yōshū. On completion of medical studies 
in 1757, Norinaga returned to Matsusaka where he established a medical practice. 

Norinaga’s long and prolific scholarly career was devoted to elucidation of the 
spiritual heritage of the Japanese people. He also made lasting contributions to 
poetics (“Personal Views on Poetry,” 1763), the interpretation of literature (“Essen
tials of the Tale of Genji,” 1763), and the analysis of the history and structure of the 
Japanese language. His major achievement, however, was his Commentary on the 
[Kojiki], a fortyfourvolume work composed between 1764 and 1798. 

The earliest extant texts of Japan were two mythohistorical chronicles, the Kojiki 
(Record of Ancient Matters, 712), and the [Nihon shoki] (Chronicles of Japan, 720). 
The Nihon shoki, written entirely in classical Chinese, was the first of six official 
courtsponsored chronologies modeled on the official histories of China. The Kojiki, 
on the other hand, held no official status and with the exception of deity names and 
poems written in sinographs used phonetically, was composed largely in hybrid 
classical Chinese. Norinaga argued that the Kojiki, while cloaked in the veneer of 
Chinese, was in fact the Ur-text of an ancient oral transmission of the true origins 
of Japan, communicated from the deities to their descendants, the ruling emperors 
of Japan. In his commentary, Norinaga reconstructed a native reading for the entire 
text in Yamato kotoba, an older form of Japanese unadulterated by Chinese borrow
ing, and probed the meaning of the text.

Under the dominant neoConfucian ideology of the seventeenth century, schol
arly attention to the “age of the [kami] ” chapters in the Kojiki and the Nihon shoki 
was devoted to elucidating the ways in which the facts recorded therein conformed 
to the neoConfucian universalist claims of [principles] common to all peoples. 
Norinaga maintained that this socalled universalism was simply a concept rooted 
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in Chinese epistemology. In his view, the concept of the “Way of heaven,” under 
which principle, the moral force inherent in all things, rewarded those of virtue by 
allowing them to rise to power as rulers to serve as models of principled behavior 
for the ruled, was simply an artificial construct created to legitimate particular 
forms of governance. Norinaga claimed that in ancient Japan, order was naturally 
maintained through unquestioned faith in the deities of creation, and in their 
descendants, the imperial rulers of Japan. 

The selections that follow open with a passage from Norinaga’s The Spirit of Rec-
tification, which contained the essence of his thought on the “ancient Way of Japan.” 
The next excerpt shows Norinaga engaged in debate with Ichikawa Tazumaro 
(1740–1795), a Confucian of the Sorai School who was the first to offer a Confucian 
critique of Norinaga’s work in an 1775 work entitled Exorcising Evil. Nori naga coun
tered that same year with the essay “Arrowroot,” in which he takes up the criticisms 
one by one and offers counterarguments. È See also pages 1176–7.

[aw]

Th e  way  o f  j a pa n
Motoori Norinaga 1771, 50–2, 54, 57, 62; 28–32, 35, 40

In ancient times there was no discussion of a [Way].… The word 
meant merely a route that led to some place. Apart from this, there was no other 
“way” in antiquity. 

Speaking of “the Way of soandso” to refer to an ideal state or particular 
teaching is the custom of a foreign country. 

……
The Way referred to created and established laws. Thus, in China, the Way 

is nothing but a device to seize another country and a strategy to protect one’s 
own country from being overtaken. To steal a country, all one must do is take 
everything into consideration, strive hard, and perform all manner of good 
deeds in order to win the hearts of its people. This is why the sages were made 
to appear as supremely virtuous and their Way as serene and perfect. But 
they went against their own Way to overthrow sovereigns and take over their 
countries. This makes them the vilest of men and everything they say a lie. Is 
it perhaps because evil minds created their Way in order to deceive people that 
followers revere and obey them only superficially? In truth, no one observes 
the Way. Their Way never helped the country except to spread its name widely. 
Eventually the Way of the sages fell into disuse and turned into a topic for use
less babble by the Confucians, who criticize everyone but themselves. 

……
What is their Way? They set up cumbersome precepts such as [humaneness], 

JWH-English
Rectangle
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seems that it is understood as a term for embellished language. (Elegance and 
embellishment should not be confused. Elegance does not mean embellish-
ment. It is word that refers to the opposite of “provincial.” In colloquial terms, 
this is what people speak of as “refined” and “vulgar.” Therefore, what I call our 
country’s custom is to not speak directly about any matter but to awaken the 
heart indirectly. It is this lack of severity that is elegant. To speak directly as one 
thinks or to embellish the surface—how could this be called elegant? This is 
something to think carefully about.)… In language there is always a mysterious 
spirit, and it is clear that this aids my thinking and makes it flourish. In our 
country, the absence of rules about rites and teachings about 1humaneness2 and 
1righteousness2 is because there is something superior to these things, because 
each and every surface appearance is the product of a divine spirit. What 
Norinaga considered the Japanese mind can in fact be said to be the Chinese 
mind. You will know the custom of our country if you examine closely a single 
part of the divine texts. 

When master Norinaga examined the Kojiki, his discussion of the mean-
ing of words was very precise, but this is not a true examination of this text. 
His true intent was to correct the mistakes of previous Shinto scholars and to 
compete with Buddhism and Confucianism. If he had devoted his time not to 
these battles but to examining this text, then surely this great master would have 
discovered kotodama. What a shame! That I criticize the theories of this master 
in this way may seem to suggest that I have forgotten my debt to the one who 
taught me the veracity of the Kojiki, but the various theories of the earlier Shinto 
scholars are not even worth discussing. Because the theories of this master 
are accepted by many docile people in recent years, I think I must correct his 
mistakes so that at long last, as this master intended, the light of the Kojiki can 
illuminate the world.

To look at the words and not interrogate the spirit is to kill the divine texts. 
What value is there in killing them? What should be killed, should be killed, but 
if you regard the divine texts as a record of actual events then there is nothing 
as strange as them. Therefore, arbitrarily treating them as histories is like setting 
them on fire and then trying to extinguish the fire. Since the people of our coun-
try are so superior to those of others lands, how could they then not also have a 
teaching that is superior to those of other lands? Without a doubt, the teaching 
is about the thing called kotodama. The way the texts are written is extraor-
dinarily strange so that they would not be regarded as records of true events. 
After the way of kotodama was lost to later generations, no one recognized the 
strangeness of this language. How absurd it is to make one excuse or another in 
order to continue to claim that the divine texts are histories. In the age in which 
the divine texts were made, since everyone knew the way of kotodama, no one 
could imagine a time in which they would be regarded as histories.
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concerned about such issues. If I consider their feelings, then as I said before, if 
what they wanted to communicate was something the other person would not 
accept even if it were spoken of, they composed about the nonexistent moon 
or flowers. Even if the aid of kotodama was not forthcoming, still they clearly 
decided to compose in this way, thinking that it was the best thing to do. They 
decided to do this because they always placed importance not on the surface 
but on what was inside. Even if the other person was not able to accept what he 
had heard, those who composed poetry took pleasure in it because they did not 
doubt that this was the means to rectify the Way of the kami.

[slb]

D i s t i n g u i s h i n g  k a m i  f r o m  h u m a n s
Fujitani Mitsue 1808, 67–76

Shinto scholars of every age have failed adequately to distinguish 
between kami and ordinary people, so that up to the present day the principle 
of the divine text has not been communicated anew to the world. Generally 
speaking, in our great land teachings are explained not in reference to humans 
but rather in reference to the kami. This is why it is essential to distinguish 
between kami and humans. First, “human” is the name for those who have 
kami within their body. What is called kami is that which is housed within the 
human body. Therefore, even if it seems that kami are the main concern, you 
must understand that this is a teaching necessary for human beings. As for 
what kind of thing these kami within the body are, people always have both 
desire and reason. That which controls desire is called kami. That which con-
trols reason is called “human.” (Heaven and earth are the parents of reason and 
desire, and the heart and body of people receive and preserve these two natures. 
I explain this in detail in the section on the emergence of heaven and earth.) 
Reason and desire follow heaven and earth, so that reason is naturally noble 
and desire is naturally base, with the result that people have to revere reason 
and despise desire. Therefore, all people think seriously about how to control 
all of their desires and how to develop their reason to the full. (This is the state 
referred to as “chaos.”) However, even in the midst of this, there are few people 
who manage to exert themselves, and reason is very often overcome by desire. 
For this reason, those who do not strive to control desire are called foolish, 
while those who diligently strive are called wise. In fact, whether one is noble 
or mean, whether one’s knowledge is great or small, it is difficult for anyone who 
has relations with others to escape this struggle. This is what is called the way 
of humans. However, what always troubles those who study are the kami, who 
tug at their words and acts, arouse their selfish indulgent hearts, and thereby 
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we consider the human situation in a similar light then we can reach a better 
understanding of it.

At first the great kami enshrined in Tatsuta no Tachinu appeared only in the 
account where Izanagi created life with his breath, and until he was first rec-
ognized and worshiped in Emperor Sujin’s time there were neither shrines nor 
rituals for him. Similarly, there is the great kami of Suminoe. At first this kami, 
too, only appeared in the Izanagi account where Izanagi created life while in 
the water performing a purification ritual at Awagihara, and until the time of 
Empress Jingū, who received a divine oracle prompting her to dedicate a shrine 
in a certain location, there were no shrines and no rituals for this kami either.

Here we see that the kami of these two locations, who were born in the far 
distant past age of the kami, only appeared to humans in the age of humans. The 
kami of Suminoe, who is called the kami dwelling in the bottom of the water at 
Tachibana no Odo, is clearly present in that place just as he was when he was 
born from that water purification. Also, even though they were unsure for a 
time where to put the kami of wind, it turned out for both of these kami that 
in those different times, places of enshrinement were determined and, needless 
to say, after moving the kami in and dedicating the shrine, the kami have been 
present there in their living bodies to this very day. This is not just true for those 
two kami, but for all kami from the age of the kami, wherever they happen to be 
enshrined. There should be no dispute that, even though their form is invisible 
to humans, they exist as long as heaven and earth. Actually, they do on occasion 
reveal themselves to humans in the performance of divine acts. 

Even though people exist in visible form while they are in the world, when 
they die they retreat to the hidden darkness and their souls become kami. 
What people should know before anything else is that in the ordinary course 
of events, whether one was noble or common, good or evil, strong or weak, the 
unsurpassed essence inside contains merit in no way inferior to the miraculous 
essence of the kami from the age of the kami. Okuninushi is also hidden in that 
realm, and his purpose is to care for the souls there and keep families together 
and happy, just as they were in the visible world. 

So then if souls do not travel to yomi, where should they be put to be afforded 
this care? Kami who have shrines erected for them and receive worship therein 
occupy those shrines, or else they stay in the general vicinity of their graves. 
Even in those cases, they remain there for the never-ending lifespan of heaven 
and earth just like the kami who eternally inhabit their various shrines.

One example of burial and eternal rest is the case of Yamato Takeru’s17 august 

17. [Yamato Takeru is a legendary prince said to have lived in the second century ce. The 
tales of his bravery and tragic end are recorded in the Kojiki and the Nihon shoki.]
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origin are called “righteous.” The Doctrine of the Mean is a book of rites; it is less 
useful when it comes to the Way. The sinographs in its title is a good fit for our 
ancient word naka, “the middle.” The sinographs are all Chinese words. There 
is a difference between ancient words, dialects, and vulgar words, but these 
sinographs are words the Chinese use all the time. Terms such as 1humaneness2, 
righteousness, filial piety, and brotherly love were not invented by Confucius. 
All Confucius did was to give a clear explanation of the old names and words 
of that country.

These concepts change over time. In texts from the Zhou dynasty, such as the 
“four books and five classics,” one can find the compound “loyalty and 1sincer-
ity2,” but not “loyalty and filial piety.” The compound “loyalty and filial piety” 
originated in the chapter on loyalty and filial piety in the Hanfeizi,22 and was 
used copiously first by Confucians of the Han. These might be foreign matters, 
but those who follow saintly Shinto must be aware of them. In all things, the 
Japanese words and the meanings of sinographs are to be kept separate; only 
then can one compare them and decide whether they fit or not. If one fails to 
recognize this, one will sometimes misunderstand the meaning of a sinograph 
because of the Japanese word; more often, one will misunderstand the Japanese 
word because of the sinograph. Be aware of this.

We must also use Buddhist words such as “afflictions,” “enlightenment,” 
“true 1suchness2,” “the perfect circle,” “causes and conditions,” and “cause and 
effect.” From western learning, we must adopt words such as “nitrogen,” “oxy-
gen,” “attraction force,” “weight force,” and “pressure force.” We must make the 
truth about heaven and earth apparent and establish the great Way by basing 
ourselves on our ancient tradition and our ancient words, while avoiding one-
sidedness; then we must make it known widely to the people in the world and 
guide them.

A certain scholar of western learning said:

The Way of the Buddha as it is practiced in this land of Japan today is a very 
narrow teaching. Protestantism as it is practiced widely in the western regions 
today is a very broad teaching. Among those who have only a superficial 
knowledge of these things, there are some who believe that it is the same as 
the teaching of the Christians. However, those Christians are regarded as a 
heresy also in the West. Protestantism does not set out to deceive people by 
evil magic. The Chinese say that it is a teaching based on humaneness and 
righteousness. Its humaneness is apparent from the fact that Protestants build 
orphanages, where they take care of the children of the poor who cannot feed 
their own offspring, returning them to their parents when they have grown 
up. They build hospitals where they receive and treat patients, without taking 

22. [A work written by Han Fei (280–233 bce), a minister of the Qin.]
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been banned. This ban is all the more strict because this is a good teaching; 
precisely because it inspires profound faith, it must be feared.

In Japan, we must always first revere Shinto, the ancient tradition of our 
land; after that we must use all good things from China, India, the West, and 
anywhere else, even in small matters, as supports for elucidating the divine 
principle of Shinto. We must never mistake the root for the branch.

……
The easy practice of Shinto entails basing oneself on “loyalty, filial piety, 

and chastity,” being diligent in one’s occupation, and having the uprightness 
of humaneness and righteousness. Furthermore, one must revere the gods and 
deepen one’s resolve to be loyal to one’s country. Those who aspire to the saintly 
practice of Shinto must also adhere to this, just like those who follow the easy 
practice.

Here, one must be aware of the differences between primal matter and sec-
ondary matter, primal 1ki2 and secondary ki, primal spirit and secondary spirit. 
This is the great foundation of Japanese science. It is a true principle that is 
unknown to both Chinese and western scholars. Primal matter is the “oil-like 
substance” that originated when heaven and earth first developed. It survives to 
this day in solidified form as the seed of living beings, the seeds of plants, and 
the primal juices of metals and stones. Secondary matter is the food of living 
beings, the excretions and juices of plants and trees, and the watery soil pro-
duced by metals and stones.

In the human body, primal ki refers to the navel; secondary ki is the breath. 
Few people are aware of this, so let me explain.

When a human being is in the womb, ki reaches it through the umbilical 
cord. Also after birth, one must protect one’s navel as the site of one’s primal ki. 
When one breathes with one’s navel, one’s courage will grow strong and one will 
enjoy a long life. In China, there is the way of immortals. This way regards the 
technique of breathing with one’s navel as the secret of longevity.

……
The primal spirit in the human body is in the brain; in heaven, it is the soul 

that illuminates all. Seen from heaven, the human body looks like this: ¤. This 
is the same as the old sinographs for “sun”; it is similar to the perfect circle 
of Buddhism and the 1supreme ultimate2 in China. This is the source of the 
uprightness of “adhering to the origin” and of “helping each other.”

The secondary spirit is language. All teaching is manifested in language. 
Thanks to language, even evil minds come to be attracted to the plain of high 
heaven of utmost righteousness and goodness. Language is also what seduces 
the human mind to commit evil. Therefore, language is important. It is the sec-
ondary spirit of language that leads one to the plain of high heaven or turns one 
into an inhabitant of the netherworld; therefore, one must respect it.
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primal mater secondary matter
 the human body   rice Japan 

fish 
 meat (wild; beef) foreign countries

primal ki secondary ki
 navel  breath
primal spirit secondary spirit
  adhering to the spirit;  

 helping each other
 language 
 teaching 
 deceit

Those who wish to follow the saintly practice of Shinto must study this closely. 
Also those who adhere to the easy practice must know about this principle.

The way is inherently present in the native language of every country. This is 
why Shakyamuni realized the Buddha way by contemplating the letters a and 
o, and this is why Confucius established the way by explaining the meaning of 
the characters “humaneness” and “righteousness.” The character for “middle” 
rhymes with “east”; it is no coincidence that Japan is to the east of China.

The greatest cause for joy at being born in Japan is the system of fifty sounds, 
beginning with a-i-u-e-o. This system exists in no other land or language. It is 
a gift from the heavenly deities to our country Japan. Therefore, we must pen-
etrate the meaning of every line and every sound. We must know the rules for 
putting these sounds together and begin our reasoning from that knowledge. 

[mt]
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is taken as a living example of Native Studies, Keichū is excluded. What makes 
this university different from other places is that it includes a Shinto shrine 
just inside its gates, the Kokugakuin Shrine. The reason for Keichū’s exclusion 
from the great figures is not simply the narrow-minded disdain of many Shinto 
priests for a Buddhist priest. I am thankful for Keichū’s scholarship, but it is just 
that—mere knowledge. Keichū was a great man, and one with a love of Japan, 
but this is only natural for a Japanese. Without it, he would not have been the 
superior person he was…. In Keichū’s age, [waka] were the subject of study. The 
central aim was to facilitate the complete and correct interpretation of literature 
from ancient times, including waka, and Keichū greatly advanced its study.… 
As a priest, he was trained in Indian philology—that is, in Sanskrit—and his 
scholarly approach was exceptionally rigorous. This influenced his successors, 
and helped both philology and Japanese linguistics flourish.… 

In order to study old Japanese matters, it is necessary to know those things 
and ceremonies transmitted from ancient times. Even to perform a festival, 
knowledge of ceremonies is essential. To investigate these matters is to have an 
opportunity to reflect on ancient matters.… At first, Native Studies expanded 
from the study of writings from the Heian, Nara, and even earlier periods, to the 
composition of verse and study of linguistics, and from there in the direction 
of antiquities, ceremonies, politics, and economics. Native Studies even entered 
into politics and economics, considering how it could benefit the world when 
ancient politics differ so much from contemporary politics. Since the ideal is 
for politics and economics to serve the people, moral sentiment, rather than 
the kinds of ideals to be found in later ages, were taken as fundamental. In this 
regard, if scholars of Natives Studies did not directly imitate the Chinese Con-
fucians, they were similar to them.… Thus, scholars of Native Studies came to 
believe that only Japanese ethics and morality could save Japan. 

In this sense the same moral goals can be seen in the methodology and schol-
arship of the four great figures mentioned earlier. Among their contemporaries 
with some faint trace of what Native Studies is about, one finds their moral 
sentiments diluted. If one wants to know whether Keichū qualifies as a scholar 
of Native Studies, therefore, we should examine whether his Japanese moral 
sentiments are profound or shallow, and whether they are fundamental to his 
researches or not, for the more Native Studies advances, the deeper it enters 
into the study of Japan’s ancient morality. There is no Japanese Native Studies 
without this. That said, moral sentiments in ordinary times differ from what 
we see in times marked by extraordinary events. For example, those of you in 
preparatory schools may think of doing research on Japanese literature, or Japa-
nese history or Japanese morality, or studying philosophy, ethics, history, and 
literature when you enter university, but this does not constitute Native Studies. 
After studying such things we need to construct our own personal scholarship 
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tremendous anger. What are we to do in order to settle questions regarding our 
knowledge of the kami? What reason can there be to solve matters of religion 
in this way? To see the kami so grossly defiled was a cause of deep regret and 
drove one to tears of indignation. It is for such things that the kami turned their 
backs on us. 

But now, as I look back at the situation with a cooler mind, I believe we can 
see reflected there the religious presence of the kami that will be appearing 
in Japan. Might one not see in all that confusion over Amaterasu Ōkami and 
Amenominakanushi no kami a faint hint of something divine mixed in with a 
kind of religious character? Nowadays I have come to think that it comes down 
to this: even if Japanese faith contains any number of elements from other 
countries, there is something particular about it for Japan and for the world, 
something altogether free from religion.

This is faith in Takamimusubi and Kamimusubi, the so-called musubi kami.
The sinograph assigned to musu means “produce” and that for bi, “spirit,” thus 
yielding the combined meaning of “giving birth to soul.” This is not belief in the 
kami themselves, but in the soul that bursts forth from within the body with 
the power to live, or rather in the fact that when the soul enters into inanimate 
matter it grows slowly along with the matter it infuses. Matter expands and 
the soul develops together with it. Among all things, the most perfect are the 
kami, followed by human beings. In ancient times people believed that the most 
remarkable and powerful manifestation of incomplete material was the land of 
the Japanese archipelago. This belief is reflected in the oldest myths of Japan, the 
stories of the creation of Ōyashima (Japan), and the birth of the kami.

In other words, I take Shinto theology’s point of departure to be belief in 
kami who possess the kind of power that can both confer a soul on matter and 
generate life in the relationship between body and soul. This easily leads to 
the mistaken idea among certain families—an idea that goes back to ancient 
Japan—that the musubi kami are their ancestors. Along this same line there are 
old texts that identify them with the ancestors of the imperial court. Among 
the various kami mentioned as imperial ancestors or ancestral founders, Taka-
mimusubi and Kamimusubi are often named. If one stops to think about it, no 
human kami is capable of implanting a soul. As understandable as this may be, 
it is logically flawed.

Even up to today, Japanese people are prone to identify those kami with 
whom they have the deepest spiritual relationship as their own ancestors. This 
same way of thinking gives us numerous examples in the past of non-ancestral 
kami being made into ancestors. Neither Takamimusubi no kami nor Kamimu-
subi no kami are human ancestors of the Japanese. A person’s soul was under-
stood to be the kami that nurtures life and grounds the growth of the body. To 
avoid misunderstanding Shinto theology then, the first thing we need to do is to 
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There can be no geometry without the concept of space, but the geometry 
that presupposes space cannot reflect on space itself or clarify it from a more 
fundamental standpoint. In contrast, philosophy reflects on the basic concepts 
of the particular sciences in general and constructs from them one system 
of knowledge. That is what distinguishes philosophy from the particular sci-
ences. Thus the objects investigated by philosophy are things very near at hand 
like space, time, matter, and mind. 

Although philosophy reflects on and unifies the basic notions of the par-
ticular sciences, its object of study is not simply the fundamental concepts 
of reality. Basic normative notions such as truth, goodness, and beauty must, 
of course, enter into philosophical study. Philosophy not only clarifies basic 
notions of reality; it must also elucidate the ideals of human life, the “ought” 
itself. Philosophy is not simply a worldview; it is a view of human life. If, as 
present-day neo-Kantians claim, the “ought” is more basic than the “is”, then 
philosophy is the study of values (Wertlehre). Thus, philosophy may be called 
the ultimate unity of knowledge, the unity of the fundamental concepts relat-
ing to existence or to the “ought,” that is to say, the science of the highest 
principles of human life in the universe. (Nishida Kitarō 1922, 667–8)

At this stage of his career, Nishida champions the ideal of philosophy as first 
and universal science, in language obviously echoing Fichte’s view of philosophy 
as Wissenschaftslehre, and Hermann Cohen’s definition of philosophy as “the 
theory of the principles of science and therewith of all culture.” The philosophi-
cal idiom in Japan had thus moved through three phases. When Nishi Amane 
began his work, the idiom was primarily alien. Japanese terms signified western 
terms which often implied a whole array of concepts invisible to the translators. 
The search for counterparts to what the western terms ultimately signified was 
still in its infancy. In the next phase, a new idiom began to be employed. A Japa-
nese term might signify above all a set of concepts similar to a western array, 
and with a roughly similar usage. This was a kind of move “back to the concepts 
themselves,” exemplified in Nishi’s own explanation of ri or [principle]. Finally, 
philosophers like Nishida, Tanabe Hajime, Watsuji Tetsurō, and later Nishitani 
Keiji expanded the idiom by exploiting latent echoes and ambiguities in terms 
that could refer to traditionally western or eastern concepts such as—to use the 
English translations—being-nothingness in Nishida and Nishitani and human 
being in Watsuji. The work of the translation of ideas continues today, with 
philosophers like Ōmori Shōzō* infusing technical philosophy of language with 
insights won from ancient Japanese notions like [kotodama], the spirit of words, 
or Sakabe Megumi* writing about slippages of meaning and the “danger of fall-
ing into a semantic vacuum under the ideological halo of the authority of newly 
imported western modes of thought.” 

[jcm]
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debate about the meaning and scope of philosophy is instructive a century and 
a half later as professional philosophers continue to examine the origins and 
scope of their discipline. 

Th e  c o n c e p t  o f  p h i l o s o p h y

The Introduction of Western Philosophy into Japan

Japan’s first contact with western philosophical thought came by way 
of Catholic missionaries in the mid-sixteenth century. They taught Aristotle, 
Augustine, and Aquinas in seminaries and appealed to proofs for the existence 
of God in disputations held with Buddhists. Their efforts came to an abrupt 
halt in 1614 when the Tokugawa government prohibited Christianity and 
then, in 1633, closed Japan’s borders to Roman Catholic European countries. 
In the period when the secluded nation permitted only Dutch traders on the 
tiny island of Dejima off the coast of Nagasaki, the samurai scholar of 1Dutch 
Studies2, Takano Chōei (1804–1850), published what was probably Japan’s first 
systematic introduction to the history of Greek and European philosophy, a 
survey later titled “The Theories of Western Masters.” His work is notable both 
for the terms it used to convey philosophical disciplines and for the connec-
tions it made to Japanese and Chinese intellectual traditions. Relying mainly 
on Dutch-language sources, he encountered the word wijsgeer, philosopher, 
which he rendered with a general Confucian term, gakushi, or learned master. 
Chōei’s chronological survey of thinkers from Thales to Christian Wolff skips 
the Middle Ages, jumping from the Greeks and Romans to Copernicus, often 
groups the names into schools or lineages of teachers and pupils, and uses tradi-
tional neo-Confucian terms to explain the doctrines of philosophers like Plato:

Plato connects the human spirit, as a “rarefied, undarkened spirit,” to the spirit 
of heaven. When mixed with earthly matter, however, it becomes defiled, igno-
rant, and impure. This is similar to the condition of the 1mind2 in Zhu Xi’s the-
ory. I would consider it a doctrine of being and 1nothingness2, with formless 
spirit as nothingness and earth that has form as being. (Takano Chōei 1835, 205)

Mentioning but one or two contributions of each thinker, Chōei shows a clear 
interest in the experimental methods of natural philosophy, the “actual measure-
ments” of physical phenomena that allowed philosophy to progress through the 
ages. “Present day learning was established by Newton, Leibniz, and Locke, who 
had many successors but none surpassing Christian Wolff.” Chōei makes no 
mention of Kant or philosophers after him, but names several Dutch and Eng-
lish natural philosophers and mathematicians of the early eighteenth century, 
today considered minor figures in the history of science. “Basing their work 
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present-day neo-Kantians claim, the “ought” is more basic than the “is”, then 
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ing to existence or to the “ought,” that is to say, the science of the highest 
principles of human life in the universe. (Nishida Kitarō 1922, 667–8)

At this stage of his career, Nishida champions the ideal of philosophy as first 
and universal science, in language obviously echoing Fichte’s view of philosophy 
as Wissenschaftslehre, and Hermann Cohen’s definition of philosophy as “the 
theory of the principles of science and therewith of all culture.” The philosophi-
cal idiom in Japan had thus moved through three phases. When Nishi Amane 
began his work, the idiom was primarily alien. Japanese terms signified western 
terms which often implied a whole array of concepts invisible to the translators. 
The search for counterparts to what the western terms ultimately signified was 
still in its infancy. In the next phase, a new idiom began to be employed. A Japa-
nese term might signify above all a set of concepts similar to a western array, 
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philosophers like Nishida, Tanabe Hajime, Watsuji Tetsurō, and later Nishitani 
Keiji expanded the idiom by exploiting latent echoes and ambiguities in terms 
that could refer to traditionally western or eastern concepts such as—to use the 
English translations—being-nothingness in Nishida and Nishitani and human 
being in Watsuji. The work of the translation of ideas continues today, with 
philosophers like Ōmori Shōzō* infusing technical philosophy of language with 
insights won from ancient Japanese notions like [kotodama], the spirit of words, 
or Sakabe Megumi* writing about slippages of meaning and the “danger of fall-
ing into a semantic vacuum under the ideological halo of the authority of newly 
imported western modes of thought.” 
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infinite or the relative and the absolute. The doctrines of many philosophers 
ultimately advocate such a coincidence and thus are religious. Confucian 
Teaching, too, is religious in this sense, but this religiosity differs from the 
Confucian religiosity of old. (Hattori Unokichi 1938, 163)

Hattori was dissatisfied with any separation of public morality and private 
religion. His proposal of the Teaching of Confucius as modern Confucianism, 
ethical as well as religious, calls to mind the category of “civil religion.” 

Hattori’s colleague at the University of Tokyo, Inoue Tetsujirō*, advocated the 
position that Confucianism was religious and ethical at the same time. His posi-
tion toward Buddhism was more ambivalent. He had published a lengthy vol-
ume in 1915, Philosophy and Religion, consisting of the transcripts of university 
lectures on themes like life and death, in which he took Buddhism and Shinto 
as religions, and wrote of “the reform and the future of Chinese religions” and 
“the unity of religions in Japan.” In other works, however, he rejected Buddhism 
as an old religion, while accepting both Confucianism and Shinto. His principal 
agenda became the construction of a new type of religion, an “ethical religion” 
modeled after Confucianism. In his Morality Beyond Religion he wrote:

We need to make morality the place where our ideals become actualized to 
make it into our religion. We have no need for old religions, but the time has 
come to construct a morality as their successor. This morality is much more 
reasonable than any religion of old. Devoid of superstition, it aligns with 
the sciences of today. That old religions cannot align with current science is 
evidence of their obsoleteness. That today’s morality is able to align with the 
sciences and foster individual autonomy is proof of its value as a replacement 
for old religion. Morality seen in this way surpasses any religion both in value 
and progressiveness. (Inoue Tetsujirō 1908a, 302–3) 

Confucianism in this view was a public moral teaching that retained a reli-
gious core:

Confucianism is coincident with religion insofar as it reveres heaven as a 
greatness beyond human beings. It is quite different from religion, however, 
insofar as it ignores rituals and the afterlife. (Inoue Tetsujirō 1908b, 309)

On the other hand, Inoue related Shinto to public morality in a way that still 
recognized it as religion, that is, a faith. In the 1910s it seems he tried to mediate 
between much public sentiment that understood shrines as places of worship, 
and the policy of government officials that led to State Shinto and that pro-
claimed, “Shinto is not a religion.” He writes that visits to shrines to pay respect 
to the distinguished service of the nation’s benefactors can be understood in 

a moral sense, reaching the depth of reverence that may be called faith. One’s 
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Nakae Chōmin 中江兆民 (1847–1901)

Nakae Chōmin (Nakae Tokusuke) was a journalist, an advocate of natural 
rights, free thinker, and politician. From 1862, he began to study “Western Learning” 
and the French language. As part of a government mission to Europe, he lived in 
France from 1871 to 1874, during which time he studied law, philosophy, history, and 
literature. After returning to Japan he opened his own school for French language 
studies, and undertook a translation of Rousseau’s Social Contract. Through articles 
and editorials for a number of newspapers, Chōmin made an important intellectual 
contribution to the popular rights movement of the 1870s and early 1880s. In 1887 
he published a treatise highly critical of the government, called A Discourse by Three 
Drunkards on Government, which led to his expulsion from Tokyo for two years, but 
he returned to take an elected post in the House of Representatives. Diagnosed with 
throat cancer in 1901 and expecting to live only another year and a half, Chōmin 
produced what are perhaps the clearest statements of his materialist philosophy: A 
Year and a Half and A Year and a Half, Continued. He died in that same year. As 
the following excerpts from that work will show, Chōmin was a confirmed atheist 
and materialist. He argued against the existence of God and the immortal soul 
or spirit, presuppositions running throughout much of the idealist philosophy of 
Europe and America, against which he directed his critique. He reversed the idea of 
impermanent body and immortal spirit, arguing instead that the “true substance” 
of the body (the elements by which it is constituted) continue to endure in some 
form indefinitely, while the spirit, a mere “effect” or epiphenomenon of the body, is 
extinguished at death. 

[rmr]

N o  g o d ,  n o  s o u l
 Nakae Chōmin 1901, 233–43, 258–9 

When investigating the problems of so-called world philosophy, it 
is completely impossible to limit our scope to the five-foot human body. Even 
if such a narrow approach were possible, we would merely produce, without 
being fully aware of it, a partial view. And it will not do to limit our scope to 
humanity, nor to the eighteen-layer atmosphere, nor even to the solar system 
and the celestial bodies.

Naturally, space, time, and the world are each unique. If we consider these 
concepts, even with a limited imagination, we see that there is no reason to 
affirm that these things—space, time, world—must have a beginning. Moreover, 
there is no reason to think that up and down, east and west, have limits. And 
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punishment of fire and water. This may perhaps explain why few questioned the 
prevalent views of those days. But today, when we enjoy freedom of speech and 
are guided by reason, why continue to spout such nonsense?

Thus, the body is the true substance; spirit is the operation or effect of the 
body. When the body dies, the spirit immediately perishes as well. From the 
standpoint of humanity, this is a regrettable conclusion. Regrettable though it 
be, what is to be done if it is true? The aim of philosophy is not convenience, nor 
is it to console. And if something does not satisfy the demands of inner reason, 
philosophers, to the extent they are uncompromising and frank, will not say it.

Theologians and philosophers enchanted by a particular doctrine assert, as 
though calculating the gain of humanity, that the so-called spirit exists within 
the body. They claim that even if separated from the body, spirit continues to 
exist independently. Just like a puppeteer manipulating a puppet, spirit acts 
as the master of the body, and even with the body’s dissolution, that is, even 
though the body dies, this spirit supposedly continues to exist. But if this is the 
case, then where does the spirit reside while in the body? Is it in the heart, in 
the brain, or perhaps in the abdomen? Isn’t this kind of speculation a matter 
of sheer imagination? And wherever we decide the spirit is, because the body’s 
internal organs consist of cells, would we conclude then that spirit is in fact 
billions of fragments, that spirit takes up a temporary residence within these 
many cells?

Some say spirit has neither form nor substance. These are truly meaningless 
words. To say that something is without form means that it is not accessible to 
our eyes and ears, or even that it refers to things that we can sense but of which 
we take no notice. Air, for example, has form only to the eyes of science. It has 
form only under a microscope, but to the naked eye it is truly without form. 
In general, all formless objects are of this sort. Though they do indeed have 
substance, it is extremely miniscule. And while we may not feel it ourselves, 
the truth is that they do indeed have form. Now, if spirit is not like this, if it is 
purely formless and without substance, shouldn’t we call it nothingness? And is 
it really reasonable to say that nothingness is the master of the body?

Have not all the sciences throughout time been unable to grasp this thing 
called the “formless”? Even if science could grasp it, the body of flesh would 
have no way to become aware of it. That is to say, as is the case with light, 
warmth, and electricity, as science advances more and more, all these things 
become visible under a microscope, do they not? Perhaps even spirit is the effect 
of grey-colored brain cells, scattering extremely tiny particles with each opera-
tion of the spirit. In establishing a hypothesis concerning an unresolved point 
of science, it is a matter of course that we try to choose something close to the 
truth. In regard to spirit, we may hypothesize that the nervous system within 
the body merges particles together such that different particles are attracted to 
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one another and similar particles are repelled. With this, the operation of sight, 
hearing, smelling, tasting, and also of memory, sensing, thinking, and decision-
making is triggered. Every time this happens, it is like drops of water dispersed 
about a waterfall.

And if we hypothesize that we may be able to observe these extremely tiny 
particles, there is no reason to view this as contrary to reason or to think it will 
necessarily offend anyone. On the contrary, is it not truly absurd to argue that 
spirit, as pure nothingness, should not be understood as a collection of particles 
and that it has no form or substance, and yet nevertheless acts as the master 
of the entire body and regulates all its operations? Is not this the quality that 
people should find offensive?

The Destructibility of the Spirit

Let us consider reproduction and the great principles of multiplica-
tion and division. All living things leave behind descendants after their deaths, 
passing on a part of their body and spirit (which emanates from the body) to 
their descendants. The offspring is an offshoot, a portion of the body of the par-
ent, so that although the parent dies, the child remains and thereby satisfies the 
mathematical principle of the remainder theorem. 

Take the silkworm moth as an example. Does it not die immediately after 
laying its eggs? Is it reasonable to assume that the eggs receive both the body 
and spirit of the parent moth and that, once these newly born moths die, only 
their bodies perish while their spirits continue to exist independently? Let us 
suppose that the fourth son of Mr. Li and the third son of Mr. Zhang, that is, 
two average people, each leave behind a child. If we assume that after they die 
their souls are not destroyed but continue on in their own independent exis-
tence, then the population of the land of souls will grow exponentially. It will 
grow from a billion, to ten billion, to one hundred billion, to a trillion, to ten 
trillion—it will infinitely multiply as none of the inhabitants of this country will 
perish. Can we really say that this is in accord with the principles of multiplica-
tion and division?

All living things, even the grass and the trees, are no different from humans 
and animals in that all have ancestors of a sort who had descendents and thus, 
in this sense at least, have not truly perished. One might say, therefore, that so 
long as one has offspring one has not truly perished. But then to claim on top 
of this that one continues to exist in the form of spirit is entirely too arbitrary—
and extremely unphilosophical. If such a statement were to come from a rustic, 
half-dead old woman, it would evoke little comment, but for those who pride 
themselves on being philosophers to spout something as extremely unphilo-
sophical as this is shameless.
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a microscope and a telescope. Or we may compare it to the construction of a 
house, where eastern philosophy is like the work of the architect and western 
philosophy like the work of the builders. Thinking out the grand scheme is the 
strong suit of eastern philosophy, while western philosophy excels in finishing 
and working out the details.

To know this logic of mutual inclusion is to know that my body includes the 
nation and our nation contains the world. So, too, it should also be clear that 
hope for the perfection of the world means doing one’s best for the development 
of the nation, just as hope for the development of the nation means attending 
to 1cultivation2 of one’s own person. Never forgetting that one’s body contains 
the nation, and one’s nation contains the world, one should push on and work 
hard. That is my position: a philosophy of action. 

[cgc]

Th e  t e m p l e  o f  p h i l o s o p h y
 Inoue Enryō 1913, 69–72 

 The Temple of Philosophy began with the construction of a building 
in 1904 to commemorate the Ministry of Education’s recognition of the Philo-
sophical Institute as a university. In January 1906, upon my retirement from the 
university, it was designated as my place of retreat. As I was to manage it myself, 
I wanted it to be not only a place for my own spiritual cultivation, but to be 
expanded into a place for the spiritual cultivation for others for years to come. 
It started with the Hall of the Four Sages, to which were added the Pagoda of 
the Six Wise Men and the Arbor of the Three Teachings. The complex as a 
whole was named the Temple of Philosophy. Its purpose is not one of religious 
worship, but simply educational, ethical, and philosophical spiritual cultivation. 
Accordingly, the sages and wise men who are revered here are all people whose 
person, character, nature, virtues, words, and deeds are models for me. To stand 
before them from time to time is conducive to spiritual cultivation.

The Contents of the Temple of Philosophy

The Hall of the Four Sages is a place to worship the four sages: 1Sha-
kya muni2 (Buddha), Confucius, Socrates, and Kant. There are those who ask 
why Jesus is not included, but the answer should be obvious if one remembers 
that it is not a temple of religion but a temple of philosophy. Jesus is a great 
religious figure but not a philosopher. No matter how many different histories 
of philosophy by different authors you read, you will not find anyone who treats 
Jesus as a philosopher. In contrast, it is accepted in the East as well as in the 
West, that Shakyamuni is a religious figure as well as a philosopher. 

JimHeisig
Rectangle



642 |  t h e  k y o t o  s c h o o l

if not entirely fairly, represented in the Chūōkōron Discussions*. Supporters 
of the School judge this conviction, in its general orientation, to be legitimate; 
critics condemn it as naive at best, imperialist at worst. More specifically, sup-
porters say Nishida and Tanabe tried to present the Japanese government with 
a third possibility for national identity and global presence, neither Marxist nor 
ultranationalist; but critics see their efforts as justifying the Pacific War. The 
rapid decline of the Kyoto School following Nishida’s death in 1945 is directly 
related to these accusations, which left the School in virtual limbo for an entire 
generation. 

In the fourth place, these thinkers are characterized by the religious nature 
of alternatives they sought. In general terms, it may be said that Kyoto School 
thinkers looked to Buddhism and interreligious encounter for solutions to social 
as well as philosophical problems. The theme of religion as representing human-
ity’s most powerful and profound demands is common to many of them. Zen 
and the True [Pure Land] Buddhism of Shinran* in particular, but Christianity 
as well, exemplify religion for these thinkers even as they question traditional 
religious boundaries. Nishida’s Zen practice is often cited as a source of his 
conception of “pure experience.” Hisamatsu, who spoke of a religion of awak-
ening and a philosophy of awakening, was a practicing Zen master. Nishitani, 
Tsujimura, and Ueda have offered philosophical interpretations of Zen texts 
and have drawn upon Zen in interpreting Meister Eckhart and Martin Hei-
degger. Tanabe, Takeuchi, and later Miki, turned principally to the True Pure 
Land tradition of Buddhism. Nishida’s and Nishitani’s writings on religion 
referred to True Pure Land faith as well, and they advanced interpretations that 
undermine any fundamental difference between that faith and Zen practice, 
between [other-power] and [self-power]. Kyoto School thinkers have found 
in Zen and Mahayana traditions not only a source of personal spirituality but 
also a resource for philosophical reasoning about social problems. The Bud-
dhist logic of [soku-hi], [emptiness], and self-negation offered a framework that 
enables cultural and national renewal (D. T. Suzuki), the overcoming of nihilism 
(Nishitani), or a human community beyond national egoism (Abe). 

Many Kyoto School thinkers shared a deep appreciation of Christianity and 
set out to elaborate its common philosophical ground with Buddhism. Tanabe 
gained his appreciation in the final stage of his career. His 1948 book, Christian-
ity and Dialectics, gave it a Buddhist interpretation, and he proclaimed himself 
ein werdender Christ if not ein gewordener Christ—a Christian in the making, 
if not one who has become Christian. Nishida himself, near the end of his life, 
felt he had located both the expression and the negation of the absolute in 
Christianity and Buddhism alike. Nishitani’s Religion and Nothingness is per-
meated with both critical and appreciative discussions of Christian ideas and 
doctrines. The concern to find a common meeting ground between Buddhism 
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suggests. Even so, the things that are related and their relationship would have 
to be one and the same, just as they are in the idea of physical space. But that 
which relates one physical space to another cannot itself be a physical space; 
there must be a further place in which physical space is located. One may, of 
course, suppose that things in relationship can be reduced to a system of rela-
tions that make up a single, unitary whole without any need to introduce any-
thing like a place to account for it. Now strictly speaking, for any relationship 
to come about we must be able to identify the elements of that relationship. In 
knowledge, for example, form requires content. We may think of the two as 
united into a single whole, but there must be a place within which that unitary 
whole is reflected. Such a “place” may appear to be a purely subjective notion, 
but insofar as the object of knowing is independent and transcends the acting 
of the subject, the place in which that object arises cannot belong to the subject. 
Further, when we objectify the subject’s activity to look at it, we see it reflected 
against the same place that holds the objects of thinking. If meaning itself is to 
be considered something objective, then the place in which it arises must be 
objective as well. One may claim that all such things are simply nothing at all, 
but even nothing has objective significance in the world of thought.

When we think of things, then, there must be a place to reflect them to us. To 
begin with, we can think in terms of a field of consciousness. To be conscious 
of something means that it is reflected on the field of consciousness. Here we 
need to distinguish between the conscious phenomena that are reflected and 
the field of consciousness that reflects them. Some may claim there is no such 
field of consciousness but only a string of conscious phenomena. And yet there 
must be an immobile field of consciousness against which conscious phenom-
ena come and go from one moment to the next, relating them one to another 
and stringing them together. One may further claim that this field is more like 
a single point, an ego. And yet if we distinguish what lies within consciousness 
from what lies without, then the phenomena of my consciousness would have 
to fall within the frame of my consciousness. In this sense I can be said to enfold 
the phenomena of my consciousness within consciousness. This at least offers 
us a starting point to acknowledge a field of consciousness. 

Our act of thinking also belongs to consciousness. In the first place, the con-
tent of thought is reflected on the field of consciousness, where it is identified 
as an object in terms of its content. Epistemologists today distinguish between 
the content as immanent and the object as transcendent. The object is said to 
stand on its own and completely transcend our conscious acting. As such it lies 
outside the field of consciousness and has no need of it. If we are to relate con-
sciousness and object, then, there must be something to embrace them both—a 
place in which they can be related. What might this be? Granted that the object 
transcends our conscious activity, if it were to lie entirely outside of conscious-



n i s h i d a  k i ta r ō  |  663

extra. This view, though not pantheistic, may be characterized as “panentheistic,” 
although I do not subscribe to objective logic. My way of thinking is absolutely 
contradictorily self-identical and thoroughly dialectical. Hegel’s dialectic did 
not depart from the standpoint of objective logic. That was why his thought was 
interpreted pantheistically by Hegelians of the left. In contrast, the Buddhist 
thought of the 1prajñāpāramitā2 tradition is thoroughly dialectical….

The World 

This absolutely contradictorily self-identical world expresses itself in 
itself through self-negation; and it forms itself affirmatively by way of the nega-
tion of negation; in other words, it is creative. I use the word world to express 
such a thoroughly topological being that does not stand opposed to us. One 
may also call it absolute being. (In my discussion of mathematics, I speak of it 
as a “contradictorily self-identical entity.”) In this contradictorily self-identical 
world, the self-expression of the absolute being is none other than God’s rev-
elation, and its self-formation is God’s will. The absolutely contradictorily self-
identical world of the absolute present mirrors itself within itself, has its focal 
points within itself, and forms itself while revolving around these dynamic focal 
points. The trinitarian relationship of Father, Son, and Spirit may be seen here. 
We, as the “individual many” and unique individuals, determine the world and 
express the absolute. Again as the self-expression of the absolute, we become 
the self-projecting points of the world. As the creative elements of the creative 
world, we continue to form the creative world. In this way, one can see that our 
existence is personal and grounded on a trinitarian character of the world.… It 
is the world in which individuals are everywhere active. Moving from the cre-
ated to the creating, it is the world of the absolute will. For this reason, it is also 
the world of absolute evil…. 

Evil

It may sound extremely paradoxical, but a God who is truly absolute 
must be demonic in a certain respect. Only as such can God be said to be both 
omniscient and omnipotent. Yahweh is a God who demanded Abraham to sac-
rifice Isaac, his only son (see Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling). He demanded 
of Abraham the denial of his personhood itself. If God merely stands against 
evil and fights it, though he may conquer evil, he is a relative God. A God that is 
simply a transcendent supreme good is but an abstract notion. An absolute God 
must contain absolute negation in itself; it must confront that which is most evil. 
A God that saves the most wicked is the truly absolute God. The highest form 
must inform the lowest matter. Absolute agape must extend to the most wicked. 
In an inverse correlation God dwells secretly even within the heart of the most 
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us faces God as the representative of human beings of the eternal past and the 
eternal present. We face the absolute present as momentary determinations of 
that absolute present. In this way, our existence may be likened to the innumer-
able centers of an infinite sphere whose circumference is nowhere and whose 
center is everywhere.

When the absolute determines itself as the absolutely contradictory self-iden-
tity of the many and the one, the world, as the groundless self-determination of 
absolute nothingness, is volitional. The world is that of a holistic absolute will, 
and, at the same time, the wills of the innumerable individuals stand opposed 
to the whole. 

This is how the world comes into being.…

Freedom

That our every action is eschatological as the self-determination of 
the absolute present means, in Linji’s words, that we “act with our whole body.” 
Conversely, it means that “as to [buddha-dharma], no effort is necessary” and 
that the Buddhist path is “ordinary” (Rinzairoku i.18, 22, 12). I understand 
“escha tological” in a sense different from the Christian meaning. I understand 
it not in the sense of a transcendent object, but as the self-determination of the 
absolute present in the sense of an immanent transcendence. In the depths of 
the self, there is nothing; we are utterly nothing and respond to the absolute by 
way of an inverse correlation. To transcend ourselves always and everywhere, 
from the ground of our self-existence to the tip of our individuality, and to 
respond to the absolute—this means that in that act we transcend everything. 
We transcend the historical world, which is the self-determination of the abso-
lute present; we transcend the past and the future. In so doing, we are absolutely 
free. This is the state that Panshan Baoji4 described as “wielding a sword in the 
air,” the same standpoint of freedom that Dostoevsky sought.…

Shinran said that Amida’s vow was made for him alone. The more individual 
we become, the more this statement holds true. Therefore, we have our exis-
tence by way of an inverse correlation. There, we have the standpoint of the 
bottomless “ordinary level.” This is the standpoint of the inverse-correlation as 
absolute negation qua absolute affirmation. Moreover, as the standpoint of the 
self-determination of the absolute present itself, this is the standpoint of abso-
lute freedom where every point is an Archimedean ποῦ στῶ, the standpoint at 
which “wherever you stand is the true place” (Rinzairoku i.12). The more indi-
vidual we become, the more we stand absolutely freely at this ordinary level. 
So long as we are governed by the instinct from without or by reason from 

4. [Panshan Baoji (720–814), a Rinzai monk cited in the Hekiganroku, case 37.] 
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Tanabe Hajime 田辺 元 (1885–1962)

Tanabe Hajime was first drawn to philosophy through 
his study of mathematics and the natural sciences. His 
early work on the philosophy of science brought him 
into contact with the neo-Kantians, which inspired 
him to rethink Kant’s transcendental logic in the 
light of Husserl’s phenomenology, Bergson’s vitalism, 
and the original philosophy of Nishida Kitarō*. After 
Nishida invited him to join the faculty at Kyoto Uni-
versity, he was able to fulfill his dream of studying in 
Europe. Although quickly disillusioned with Husserl, 
he was befriended by the young Heidegger. 

After returning to Kyoto in 1924, his interest was 
piqued in Hegel, which he read for several years with his students in the original 
German. Out of this he distilled his idea of “absolute mediation,” which in turn led 
to a novel interpretation of Nishida’s concept of 1absolute nothingness2. In 1927 he 
succeeded Nishida in the chair of philosophy, but within three years published criti-
cisms of his mentor that would sour their relationship forever.

A combination of dissatisfaction with the abstractness of his own thought and 
the break from Nishida, who had been developing a “logic of 1place2” based on the 
self-awareness of absolute nothingness, led Tanabe to work out his own position, 
which he called a “logic of the specific.” His aim was to rescue the logical category 
of species from its weak position in the syllogistic minor to a more prominent 
status. Inspired by Bergson’s critique of the “closed society,” he sought the grounds 
for a critique of the irrationality that kept an ethnic group closed in on itself, and 
at the same time recognized that there was no way to be rational except by working 
through the specific limitations imposed on thought by virtue of social existence.

Before these ideas could be worked out fully, Japan plunged itself into war in 
the Pacific. Tanabe responded by focusing attention on the identity of the Japanese 
nation. Persuaded that the universal community of humanity did not offer a suitable 
locus for the absolute to make itself manifest in history, he tried to insert the nation 
into that role. He argued that at the level of the nation, a people could countenance 
the inevitable irrationalities of social existence and then spread its enlightenment to 
other nations, and that Japan represented a “supreme archetype” to set this process 
going—an idea that fit handily into the wartime ideology of Japan’s aggressions into 
neighboring lands of Asia. 

Although long insisting that subtleties of his thought escaped the attention of 
both his critics and the military ideologues, Tanabe made an about-face in the 
closing years of the war, turning his philosophy in the direction of a critique of all 
philosophy, or what he called a “metanoetics.” After initial attempts to resurrect his 
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……
I refer to the logic that sets up absolute mediation by correlating it to this 

theory of world schemes as a logic of the specific. One might also call it a logic 
of the substrate. From the start, the immediacy of the “species” is restricted to 
its role as an element of mediation within the logic of absolute mediation; it 
does not consist in any other direct and unmediated state apart from mediation. 
Like the substrate, it is nothing other than an aspect of mediation. We know the 
specific substrate in this kind of immediacy in which it mediates the subjec-
tive individual and the totality of the genus, and in turn is mediated by them. 
Through a negative mediation with the subject, it is then sublated to the totality 
of the genus. The self-awareness achieved in this mediation of mediation is the 
special mark of the logic of absolute mediation, setting us clearly apart from 
both an individual logic of nothingness that promotes an absolute mediation, as 
well as from a logic of the totality that seeks to transcend the dialectic. 

As an immediacy of negative mediation, species is not simply a presup-
position of mediation; the collapse of the self-alienation of mediation itself 
into immediacy is likewise something specific. Because the logic of mediation 
locates this element of negation in the category of species, it is self-negating 
and at the same time dialectical. For only in a logic of the specific does media-
tion become an absolute dialectic. The mediational state of the specific posited 
midway between individual and genus unfolds dialectically, through the logic 
of the copula, into a logic of the specific. In this case it is a formal trait of logic. 
The inferential nature of logic, what we might call the necessary development 
of the copula, no longer possesses a formal meaning like that within the form 
of the fixed syllogistic deduction where the species occupies the place of the 
minor term. In absolute mediation, mediation is also mediated, which obvi-
ously entails a circularity in the deduction. In a dialectical logic the circularity 
is strained and broken by awareness of the contradiction, and yet at the same 
time the contradiction adjusts itself to the circularity just as it is. We may define 
dialectics as a synthesis in which contradiction and circularity are sublated 
through absolute negation.

Here again we see the same structure as the world scheme. The world is a 
contradictory existence, and at the same time it is something that can sublate 
this contradiction in a circular unity and come to self-awareness of its absolute 
unity through the mediation of negation. The logic of the specific mediates the 
theory of world schemes to make itself into a philosophy of the world. This is 
a Weltphilosophie that takes a position directly opposed to the irrational, self-
reflective, interpretative standpoint of a Lebensphilosophie. The logical nature 
of absolute mediation is that of a Weltdialektik, synthesizing the contradictory 
development and circular unity of the world in a nothingness of absolute nega-
tion and bringing it to self-awareness as a unity of motion-in-stillness. The 
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religion. Consequently, philosophy is in a sense philosophy and yet not phi-
losophy; it is mediated and at the same time unmediated. Mediation itself is a 
category in the meditational thinking of philosophy, so that from the viewpoint 
of religion it is simply unmediated.… 

Philosophy must exist only for the sake of its own exhaustion. That is not to 
say that if philosophy exhausts itself and passes away, and if as a result the 1self-
enjoying samādhi2 of religion comes about, philosophy is no more than a proce-
dure for arriving at religion. That would land us in the error Dōgen vigorously 
dismissed: that of seeing practice and awakening as successive steps on the Way. 
Rather than give us a “mediacy-in-immediacy,” this would amount to no more 
than exchanging being mediated with not being mediated. It would indeed be 
a form of rational thinking, which in religious terms would have to be identi-
fied as a causal element in the cycle of 1birth-and-death2. Far from forfeiting its 
function of mediating religion, philosophy would turn into a karmic cause for 
hell. From a philosophical viewpoint, in mediating religion through exhaust-
ing itself, philosophy is mediating, but from a religious viewpoint it does not 
mediate. In the same way, it is always correlated to religion in a relationship of 
being-in-nothing, nothingness-in-being; it is mediated in not mediating. This 
is how I see the concrete relationship between philosophy and religion. This 
should help clarify what I said earlier about philosophy and religion standing 
opposed in their difference and yet entailing one another.

[rmü]

P h i l o s o p h y  a s  m e ta n o e t i c s
Tanabe Hajime 1945, 3–13 (vi–lxi)

Last summer, when the fortunes of war had turned against Japan 
and the nation was under the increasing threat of direct raids and attacks, the 
government found itself at a loss as to how to handle the situation, and in the 
stalemate that ensued, it showed itself completely incapable of undertaking 
the reforms necessary to stem the raging tide of history. Instead, government 
officials tried to keep the actual course of events secret from the people in order 
to conceal their own responsibility. Criticism of any kind became impossible. 
All public opinion, except for propaganda in favor of the government’s policy, 
was suppressed. Freedom of thought was severely restricted, and the only ideas 
given official recognition were those of the extreme rightists. 

In the midst of economic distress and tensions, and an ever-deepening anxi-
ety, our people were greatly concerned about their nation’s future, but did not 
know where to turn or to whom to appeal. I myself shared in all these suffer-
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ings of my fellow Japanese, but as a philosopher I experienced yet another kind 
of distress. On the one hand, I was haunted by the thought that, as a student 
of philosophy, I ought to be bringing the best of my thought to the service of 
my nation, to be addressing the government frankly with regard to its policies 
toward academic thought and demanding a reexamination, even if this should 
incur the displeasure of those currently in power. In such a critical situation, 
where there was no time for delay, would it not be disloyal to my country to keep 
silent and fail to express whatever ideas I had on reform? On the other hand, 
there seemed something traitorous about expressing in time of war ideas that, 
while perfectly proper in time of peace, might end up causing divisions and con-
flicts among our people that would only further expose them to their enemies. 

Caught between these alternatives, I was unable to make up my mind and 
was tormented by my own indecision. In the impasse I even wondered whether 
I should go on teaching philosophy or give it up altogether, since I had no 
adequate solution to a dilemma that philosophically did not appear all that 
difficult. My own indecision, it seemed to me, disqualified me as a philosopher 
and university professor. I spent my days wrestling with questions and doubts 
like this from within and without, until I had been quite driven to the point 
of exhaustion and in my despair concluded that I was not fit to engage in the 
sublime task of philosophy. 

At that moment something astonishing happened. In the thick of my distress, 
I let go and surrendered myself humbly to my own inability. I was suddenly 
brought to new insight! My penitent confession—metanoesis (1zange2)—unex-
pectedly threw me back on my own interiority and away from things external. 
There was no longer any question of my teaching and correcting others under 
the circumstances—I who could not deliver myself to do the correct thing. 
The only thing for me to do in the situation was to resign myself honestly to 
my weakness, to examine my own inner self with humility, and to explore the 
depths of my powerlessness and lack of freedom. Would not this mean a new 
task to take the place of the philosophical task that had previously engaged me? 
Little matter whether it be called “philosophy” or not: I had already come to 
realize my own incompetence as a philosopher. What mattered was that I was 
being confronted at the moment with an intellectual task and ought to do my 
best to pursue it. 

The decision was reached, as I have said, through metanoia, or the way of 
zange, and led to a philosophy that is not a philosophy: philosophy seen as 
the self-realization of metanoetic consciousness. It is no longer I who pursue 
philosophy, but rather zange that thinks through me. In my practice of meta-
noesis, it is metanoesis itself that is seeking its own realization. Such is the 
nonphilosophical philosophy that is reborn out of the denial of philosophy as 
I had previously understood it. I call it “a philosophy that is not a philosophy” 
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because, on the one hand, it has arisen from the vestiges of a philosophy I had 
cast away in despair, and on the other, it maintains the purpose of functioning 
as a reflection on what is ultimate and as a radical self-awareness, which are the 
goals proper to philosophy.

To be sure, this is not a philosophy to be undertaken with 1self-power2. One’s 
own powers have already been abandoned in despair. It is rather a philosophy 
to be practiced through 1other-power2, which has turned me in a completely 
new direction through metanoesis and has induced me to make a fresh start 
from the realization of my utter helplessness.… This other-power brings about 
a conversion in me that heads me in a new direction along a path hitherto 
unknown to me.…

My experience of conversion—that is, of transformation and resurrection—
in metanoesis corresponds to the experience that led Shinran (1173–1263) to 
establish the doctrine of the Pure Land 1Shin2 sect. Quite by accident I was led 
along the same path that Shinran followed in Buddhist discipline, although in 
my case it occurred in the philosophical realm. Reflection on this parallel led 
me to interpret Shinran’s Kyōgyōshinshō from a metanoetic point of view.… 

Understanding the Kyōgyōshinshō as the metanoetical development of Bud-
dhism has not received general approval as a correct interpretation. I myself had 
long been reluctant to accept such a viewpoint. My innate attraction for the ide-
alistic doctrine of self-power made me more sympathetic to the Zen sect than 
to sects that taught “salvation by other-power.” Although I had never undergone 
discipline in a Zen monastery, I had long been familiar with the discourses of 
Chinese and Japanese Zen masters. I was ashamed that I still remained an out-
sider to Zen and could not enter into the depths of its holy truth, and yet I felt 
closer to Zen than to Shin doctrine. This was why I had taken little notice of the 
Kyōgyōshinshō up until that time. 

One of my students, Takeuchi Yoshinori*, had published a book under the 
title The Philosophy of the Kyōgyōshinshō (1941). Drawing on the intellectual 
acumen he had developed through reading Hegel under me, he was able to 
produce an outstanding interpretation of the work. While I learned much from 
reading this study, it was impossible for me at the time to develop a philosophy 
of my own based on the thought of the Kyōgyōshinshō. It was only when I set 
out to develop a new philosophy, a philosophy of metanoetics based on other-
power, that I returned to reread the Kyōgyōshinshō carefully and was able to find 
a way to understand it. I regard Shinran with gratitude, love, and respect as a 
great teacher from the past.

I was also surprised to find that once I had arrived at belief in other-power, 
I found myself feeling still closer to the spirit of Zen, whose emphasis on self-
power is generally considered opposed to Pure Land doctrine.…

……
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Miki Kiyoshi 三木 清 (1897–1945)

Miki Kiyoshi is a tragic figure among the Kyoto School philosophers. 
He studied under Nishida Kitarō* and Tanabe Hajime* in Kyoto and then under 
Martin Heidegger in Marburg. He was gifted with both keen philosophical insight 
and superior writing skills. In 1930 he lost his job as a lecturer at Hōsei University 
and was imprisoned on the trumped-up charge that he actively supported the Com-
munist party. Shortly after his release in the same year, his wife passed away. Unable 
to resume his teaching duties, he began to work as a journalist. In 1942, he was sent 
against his will to the Philippines as a military reporter. He died of kidney failure in 
Tokyo’s Toyotama prison shortly after the end of the war.

Miki’s writings are, by Kyoto School standards, extremely clear and accessible. 
He stands out among his Kyoto School peers as the first who tried to give Nishida’s 
philosophy social and political relevance. In some sense, Miki combined Nishida’s 
nondual paradigm with Tanabe Hajime’s critiques of Nishida’s philosophy as a 
whole, to argue that Nishida’s writings were too ethereal and, ultimately, ahistorical. 
In particular, he was unhappy with Nishida’s notion of the “eternal present” because 
of its focus on the transcendent reality and what he perceived as the reduction of 
the “historical world” to an abstract and largely empty concept. Miki’s own thought 
emphasized his conviction that human existence is not only worldly, as Heidegger 
would say, but inherently social. This insight became an important building block 
in his greatest philosophical achievements: his philosophical anthropology and 
humanism, and his logic of imagination.

The two essays extracted in part below stress his twofold conviction that human 
existence is ultimately an ambiguous mixture of subjectivity and objectivity, interi-
ority and exteriority, pathos and logos; and that to be relevant, any social and politi-
cal philosophy must take this into account.

[gk]

Th e  s t u d y  o f  t h e  h u m a n
Miki Kiyoshi 1936, 127–9, 147, 167, 170–2

First, even if one were to decide on “the study of human beings” as 
a satisfactory definition for philosophical anthropology, the object of study to 
which the term itself points cannot in fact be defined like other things. To define 
something one needs to come up with a generic idea and specific differences. 
Textbooks of logic tell us that a definition is produced by fixing the specific to 
the closest approximating generic idea. But the “human being” referred to in 
“the study of human beings” does not meet these formal requirements. Might 
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repudiated or subjected to radical criti cism. The tradition must be rediscovered 
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 possibility, 
from beyond Nietzsche’s “perspective.” Just as Eu ropean nihilism, the crisis of 
European civilization, and the overcoming of the modern era become problem
atic, so must our own tradition. In other words, it cannot be divorced from the 
problem of overcoming nihilism.

Creative nihilism in Stirner, Nietzsche, Heidegger, and others was an attempt 
to overcome the nihilism of despair. These attempts, conducted at varying 
depths, were efforts (in Nietzsche’s words) “to overcome nihilism by means of 
nihilism.” The tradition of oriental culture in general, and Buddhist standpoints 
like emptiness and nothingness in particular, become a new problem when set 
in this context. Herein lies our orientation toward the fu ture—westernization—
and at the same time our orientation toward the past—reconnection with the 
tradition. The point is to recover the creativity that mediates the past to the 
future and the future to the past (but not to restore a bygone era). The third 
significance of European nihilism for us is that it makes these things possible.

Buddhism and Nihilism

Nihilism in Europe culminated, we said, in a standpoint of “tran
scendence to the world” as “the fundamental integration of creative nihilism 
and finitude.” Taken as a general perspective on the hu man way of being, this is 
remarkably close to the standpoint of Bud dhism, and in particular to the stand
point of emptiness in the [Mahayana] tradition, if we look at it from the general 
perspective of the way of being of humankind. Following on Schopenhauer’s 
profound concern with Buddhism, Nietzsche makes constant reference to Bud
dhist ideas in his discussions of nihilism. He also picked up Schopenhauer’s 
biases and oversights, however, especially regard ing the Mahayana tradition. 
As I mentioned earlier, he referred to the most extreme nihilism of “nothing 
(meaninglessness) eternally” as “the European form of Buddhism,” and dubbed 
the nihilistic ca tastrophe about to befall Europe “the second Buddhism.”9 Fur
thermore, based on the idea that the sincerity cultivated by Christianity reveals 
the falseness of Christianity itself, he called the standpoint of “everything is 
false” a “Buddhism of doing” (Tat), and considers such “longing for nothing
ness” a quasiBuddhist characteristic.10 In Nietzsche’s view, Buddhism is the 
culmina tion of what he calls décadence: a complete negation of life and will.

9. Will to Power, §55.
10. Will to Power, §1.
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that are in it. Life, will, intellect, and so forth are attributed to that ego intrinsi-
cally as its faculties or activities. We are incapable of conceiving of the subjectiv-
ity of individuals without at the same time conceding to each individual its own 
ego, absolutely independent and irreplaceable. We designate as “subject” that 
entity which can in no way ever be made an object itself, or can never be derived 
from anything else, but is rather the point of departure from which everything 
else may be considered. The formula… cogito, ergo sum… contains a fundamen-
tal problem. From the first, Descartes took the cogito as an immediately evident 
truth, the one thing that stood above all doubt and could therefore serve as a 
starting point for thinking about everything else.… But for all its self-evidence, 
does the cogito really give us an adequate standpoint from which to think about 
the cogito itself? Does not that very self-evidence need to be brought out into 
the open at a more elemental level? 

…The self-evidence of the cogito can in no way be derived from the field of 
anything that is completely other than the ego, be it life, matter, or God. But 
because this ego is seen as self-consciousness from the standpoint of the cogito 
itself, ego becomes a mode of being of the self closed up within itself. In other 
words, ego means self in a state of self-attachment.

…Compare the method of doubt that Descartes adopted to arrive at his 
cogito, ergo sum with the doubt that appears in religion. Doubt and uncertainty 
show up in the vestibules of religion. We see them, for example, in the ques-
tions… concerning the life and death of the self and the transience of all things 
coming to be and passing away in the world. Contained in the pain of losing a 
loved one forever is a fundamental uncertainty about the very existence of one-
self and others. This doubt takes a variety of forms and is expressed in a variety 
of ways. For instance, Zen speaks of the “self-presentation of the great doubt.”… 
The very condition of basic uncertainty regarding human existence in the world 
and the existence of self and others, as well as the suffering that this gives rise 
to, are surely matters of the utmost, elemental concern.

…We come to the realization of death and nihility when we see them within 
ourselves as constituting the basis of our life and existence. We awaken to 
their reality when we see them as extending beyond the subjective realm, lying 
concealed at the ground of all that exists, at the ground of the world itself. This 
awareness implies more than merely looking contemplatively at death and 
nihility. It means that the self realizes their presence at the foundations of its 
existence, that it sees them from the final frontier of its self-existence. To that 
extent the realization of nihility is nothing other than the realization of the self 
itself. It is not a question of observing nihility objectively or entertaining some 
representation of it. It is, rather, as if the self were itself to become that nihility, 
and in so doing become aware of itself from the limits of self-existence.…

When Descartes entertained the possibility of doubting everything that pres-
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Kuki next inquires into the structure of causality. He relates Leibniz’s law of 
sufficient reason to the law of causality and then notes that the law of causality 
is rooted in that of identity. 

What we call the cause of one phenomenon is the identical thing we discover 
in another phenomenon. If we say that water results from the combination of 
hydrogen and oxygen, we imply that within the compound what we call the 
elements of hydrogen and oxygen each preserve their own identity. Hence the 
causal relation can be idealized and expressed in an equation. This is what is 
meant by the phrase causa aequat effectum. We said previously that concepts 
are based on identity, and we see here that it is also possible to root causality in 
identity. If a causal relation is nothing but a relation of identity then the law of 
causality, too, should possess the necessity enjoyed by the law of identity. We 
think that combining hydrogen and oxygen necessarily produces water. There 
is a necessary relation between water and the compound of these two elements 
precisely because each preserves its identity within water. This is a case where 
necessity is entailed by something remaining the same. 

The relation between means and end can also be seen as a kind of causal 
relation in a broad sense. Instead of an efficient cause here we have the concept 
of a final cause.

……
Borrowing a phrase from Octave Hamelin, we can say that finality is “a 

determination by the future.”7 That the future which is supposed to be lacking 
in actuality can assume it and function as a cause is due to the temporal priority 
of consciousness. Ends, purpose, and finality are concepts that strictly speak-
ing have validity only in the domain of consciousness. If we are to recognize 
them as constitutive principles in the natural world, transcending the realm of 
consciousness, we must probably do so via the concept of the unconscious. This 
is based on the fact that conscious actions that become habits turn into uncon-
scious reflex movements. In De l’habitude, Félix Ravaisson-Mollien regards the 
limit of such unconsciousness as the world of nature.8 In the Critique of Judg-
ment, Kant suggested that the genius creates a work of art “by second nature” 
or half unconsciously (§46), and his theory of the genius undoubtedly linked 
his aesthetics to his philosophy of nature. While he allowed the application of 
a telos to the natural world only as a regulative idea, to acknowledge telos as 
a constitutive idea he implied a concept of necessity, that is, a concept of the 
unconscious that assumes a telos. The relation between means and end, then, 

7. Octave Hamelin, Essai sur les éléments principaux de la représentation (1907) (Paris: 
Alcan, 2nd ed. 1925), 332.

8. Jean Gaspard Felix Ravaisson-Mollien, De l’habitude (1838) (Paris: Presses Universitaires 
de France, 1999).
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found to be necessarily specified or necessarily excluded, I call such individual 
things contingent (contingens).”17 

In his Theodicy and Monadology, Leibniz speaks of God as a necessary  
existence and of the world as a whole as a contingent existence.18 In the same 
vein, Kant writes, for example, that “what is limited in existence I call, in gen-
eral, contingent, and what is not limited I call necessary,” and further, that “we 
know of contingency from the fact that some phenomena can exist only as the 
result of some cause. Therefore it is an analytical proposition that if something 
is assumed to be contingent, it has some cause.”19 Here Kant, too, is concerned 
with this same kind of necessity and contingency. 

We have been noting that both on an empirical and a metaphysical level 
necessity and contingency form exact opposites. The empirical level proceeds 
“from below” and traces a series of causal necessities back infinitely until it 
reaches primal contingency. The metaphysical level proceeds from above and, 
as the negation of absolute necessity, arrives at a concept of a contingency bound 
to causality. In other words, a matter ruled by causality may be necessary on an 
empirical level but contingent on a metaphysical level. When the beginning of 
a causal series is grasped as an ideal, on an empirical level it is called primally 
contingent, while on a metaphysical level it is called absolutely necessary. That 
is, there is within necessity a distinction between “absolutely necessary” and 
“hypothetically necessary.” Christian Wolff writes that “we speak of necessary 
being when some being is absolutely necessary. We speak of contingent being 
when it has the reason for its being outside itself.” Accordingly, “the being of 
contingent being is merely hypothetically necessary.”20 Thus the metaphysical 
contingent that is merely hypothetically necessary, as Aristotle already pointed 
out, refers to that being that exists only because it has some primal cause outside 
itself; there is the possibility for it not to exist. For this reason Aquinas calls con-
tingency “something for which it is possible not to exist” (possibilia non esse). 
Metaphysical contingency is after all nothing but empirical necessity, and even 
what is empirically necessary, when observed vis-à-vis the metaphysical neces-
sity of the absolute, has the character of the contingent. 

Generally speaking, then, the problem of contingency has deep connections 
to the problem of probability. When we think of nonexistence or non-actuality 
it is with respect to existence or actuality. Existence or actuality concerns what 
is; nonexistence or non-actuality concerns what is not. With regard to “a being,” 
then, we can distinguish between “something that cannot not be” and “some-

18. Opera philosophica, J. E. Erdmann, ed. (Berlin: 1940), 506, 708.
19. Critique of Pure Reason B, 447, 291.
20. Ontologia, §309–10, §316.
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appearance of purpose in a contingency.… There are many examples where 
strangeness is nothing but the sense of wonder with respect to the seeming 
purposefulness of a contingency. 

The love of the contingent we see in literature is also based on the feeling of 
wonder or amazement about an apparent purpose. Literature or poetry in the 
broad sense makes contingency an important part of both its content and its 
form. Contingency is an essential part of the content of works like the Morning 
Glory Diary.26 What we find here, however, is not simply one contingency. It 
is nothing but a variation on a theme in a melody…. Novalis in his Fragments 
says that “all things poetic have to be fabulous; the poet worships chance.” In 
terms of form, we find the use of coincident rhymes with words that happen to 
sound the same but have very different meanings. For example, the meaning of 
the words “sheer” and “shear” bear no relation to one another and yet have the 
same pronunciation. Poetry often uses homophones to give life to such con-
tingencies.… The strangely charming thing about such poems is that we sense 
the serendipitous coincidence of one sound and two distinct meanings.… Paul 
Valéry defined poetry as “the system of coincidences in a language,” and speaks 
of “the philosophical beauty that rhyme possesses.”27

The import of the contingency we find in the content and form of literature 
lies in the metaphysical sense of wonder and the philosophical beauty that 
accompanies it. In a word, the sense of wonder that accompanies contingency 
in metaphysical terms is the emotion that moves us to seek a reason for the 
shift from nonexistence to existence, from existence to nonexistence. Contin-
gency signifies the possibility of nonexistence. As Shakespeare says, “it hath no 
bottom.”28 For Hegel, contingency evokes “absolute distress” (absolute Unruhe) 
for the same reason: Es hat keinen Grund.29 In contingency, nonexistence trans-
gresses upon existence. To that extent, contingency implies fragile existence. It 
simply links an extremely infirm existence to “this place” or “this moment.” And 
absolute necessity is nothing but the plunge of all contingency, or, as Kant says, 
“the true abyss.”30 

Every contingency fundamentally harbors within itself the fate of disinte-
gration or destruction. Chapter 2 of the Nirvāṇa sūtra says: “Living beings all 

26. [An early nineteenth-century story that was adapted for performance in puppet the-
aters and in Kabuki.]

27. Variété (Paris: Gallimard, 1924), 67, 159.
28. Midsummer Night’s Dream, IV, 1,
29. Wissenschaft der Logik, II: 174,
30. The Critique of Pure Reason, b 641.
31. [Kuki is combining four discontinuous phrases from a passage in the southern version 

of the Chinese text. T 12, 612c.22–8]

Jim Heisig
Highlight
line above omitted
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As opposed to this, Dōgen imitated the patriarchs before him through 
[cultivation]. He followed them for good or ill. Both Dōgen and Shinran are in 
agreement with regard to abandoning egoistic views and “following”; it is where 
the focus on “faith” and “cultivation” diverges that we find the notable difference 
between the two.…

It seems to me that these similarities and differences recur again and again 
throughout both of their writings. Their similarities always maintain their dif-
ferent colors at the same time that they are one, and their differences, while 
having one root, remain different.… According to Shinran, compassion belongs 
to Amida. Therefore, human excellence loses its significance in the face of that 
compassion. According to Dōgen, compassion belongs to humans. Therefore, 
the significance of human excellence is deepened further by compassion. 
Shinran only explained the relationship between human good and evil and 
Amida’s compassion, while Dōgen delved deeply into the relationships between 
people.…

However, we cannot count too many of these similarities. This is because 
Shinran has very little to say concerning applied excellence. Therefore, we 
cannot know about the moral excellences that are supported by Amida’s com-
passion. In contrast, we can find impassioned speeches on moral excellence 
by Dōgen, who preaches the compassion of humanity. Because of his “faith,” 
Shinran, who was in immediate contact with the people and directly influenced 
their lives, had little to say about the path of human beings. On the other hand, 
because of his idea of “cultivation,” Dōgen, who retreated into the forests and 
mountains solely in order to work towards realizing the truth, has great passion 
for the ways of human beings. This contrast is profoundly interesting. 

[smb]

A  p h e n o m e n o l o g y  o f  t h e  c o l d
Watsuji Tetsurō 1935, 7–10 (1–5)

All of us live on some piece of land or other, and the natural envi-
ronment of this land “surrounds” us whether we like it or not. This seems an 
obvious fact, a matter of certainty. People usually discern this natural environ-
ment in the form of natural phenomena of various kinds, and accordingly 
concern themselves with the influences that the natural environment has on 
us—whether we are regarded as biological and physiological objects, or as 
engaged in practical activities such as the formation of a nation-state. Each of 
these influences is complicated enough to demand specialized study. What I 
am concerned with here, however, is the question whether the climate that we 
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brought a philological lens to these issues, trying to articulate more clearly what 
distinguishes Japanese from the other languages they knew. A founder of the 
movement, Kamo no Mabuchi* (1697–1769), responded to a critic:

The same person went on, “This country, though, has no writing of its own. 
Instead, we use Chinese characters and through these are able to know about 
everything.” My response was that first of all, it goes without saying that China 
is a troublesome and poorly governed country. To give a specific example, 
there are the characters in the form of pictures. When we look at the charac-
ters that someone has put forth as just the ones necessary for ordinary use, 
they amount to some 38,000. To describe a single flower, for example, one 
needs to use different characters for blooming, scattering, pistil, plant, stem, 
and more than ten other things. Moreover, there are characters that are used 
in the name of a specific country or place, or for a particular type of plant, but 
are used nowhere else. Could people remember so many characters even if 
they tried? Sometimes people make mistakes with characters, and sometimes 
the characters change over time, leading to disputes over their usage; they are 
burdensome and useless. 

In India, though, using fifty characters, they have written and passed down 
over five thousand volumes of Buddhist texts.… There seems to have been 
some kind of characters in our Imperial Land as well, but after the introduc-
tion of Chinese characters, this original writing sunk wrongly into obscurity, 
and now only the ancient words remain. Although these words are not the 
same as the fifty sounds of India, they are based on the same principle in that 
fifty sounds suffice to express all things.… In Holland they have twenty-five 
characters, in this country there are fifty, and, in general, characters are like 
this in all countries. Only China concocted a cumbersome system, so things 
are disorderly there and everything is troublesome.… It is unspeakably foolish 
not to recognize how despicable this development was and to think only that 
Chinese characters are something splendid. (Kamo no Mabuchi 1765, 12–13 
[247–8])

Acting on such assumptions, Mabuchi tried to reconstruct the voiced ancient 
Japanese language by studying the oldest recorded texts written in Japanese, 
especially the poems preserved in the eighth-century compilation, Man’yōshū. 
His student Motoori Norinaga* (1730–1801) was even more fervent in trying 
to recover the ancient language. His lifetime fixation on the enterprise sprung 
from the idea that, through the language and the ancient texts, he could some-
how re-engage the “ancient [Way]” of the Japanese before Chinese elements 
entered the culture. Although he went beyond his master in this enterprise, he 
felt his work was a logical extension of what Mabuchi had taught:

Mabuchi said that if you wish to learn the ancient Way, then you should first 
study the poetry of ancient times, and compose poems in the ancient style. 
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the Diet (Parliament), and launch a socialist revolution on behalf of the farmers 
and impoverished workers. In short: Kita was both an imperial loyalist and a 
socialist. He was above all a man of action and joined an attempted coup d’état 
in 1936. The rebels stormed the imperial palace, killing several political leaders. 
Although he and his accomplices claimed to be acting to restore the true power 
of the emperor, the emperor did not appreciate the assassination of his advisers 
and Kita was executed.

Contrary to Kita’s hopes, the coup strengthened the militarists’ control of 
the country in the name of national security. Ideologically, The meaning of 
kokutai became an issue of increasing ideological focus and a rallying cry of the 
nationalists and ethnocentrists. In 1937, the Ministry of Education issued the 
previously quoted “Fundamental Principles of the Kokutai” (Kokutai no hongi). 
With regard to the issues at hand, it said:

Our country is established with the emperor, who is a descendant of Ama te
rasu Ōmikami, at its center, as our ancestors as well as we ourselves constantly 
have beheld in the emperor the fountainhead of her life and activities. For this 
reason, to serve the emperor and to receive the emperor’s great august will as 
our own is the rationale of making our historical “life” live in the present; and 
on this is based the morality of the people. 

Loyalty means to revere the emperor as our pivot and to follow him implic
itly. By implicit obedience is meant casting ourselves aside and serving the 
emperor intently. To walk this Way of loyalty is the sole Way in which we 
subjects may “live” and the fountainhead of all energy. Hence, offering our 
lives for the sake of the emperor does not mean socalled selfsacrifice but 
the casting aside of our little selves to live under his august grace and the 
enhancing of the genuine life of the people of a state. (Ministry of Education 
1937, 34–5 [80])

Most discussion about national identity during this period was more ten
dentious and unabashedly political, rather than philosophical. Yet, given the 
importance of the concepts and the pressures of the time, it is not surprising 
that many of Japan’s more renowned philosophers weighed in on the issues 
and, indeed, were often asked to do so by the media and by official national 
organizations. Two of the most prominent philosophers to be involved were 
Inoue Tetsujirō* (1855–1944) and Nishida Kitarō (1870–1945). We start with the 
former. Inoue was the most famous philosopher in Japan around the turn of the 
twentieth century. When the Imperial Rescript on Education appeared in 1890, 
it established the official state ideology for the education of children. Children 
should revere the divine origins of the imperial line and of the Japanese nation. 
Furthermore, teachers should instill in their pupils not only a sense of respect 
and gratitude, but also the Confucian virtues of loyalty, filial piety, and courage. 
If this occurred, a sense of harmony would prevail over the land. Inoue wrote 
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the following endorsement of the document. In it, we find him trying to justify 
a unique place for Japan on the world scene of his time. 

In the world today, Europe and America are, of course, great powers, and 
all the countries settled by the Europeans have prospered as well. Now only 
the countries of the East are capable of competing with the progress of these 
nations. Yet India, Egypt, Burma, and Annam have already lost their inde-
pendence; Siam, Tibet, and Korea are extremely weak and will find it difficult 
to establish their autonomy. Thus in the Orient today, Japan and China alone 
have an independence stable enough to vie with the western powers for its 
rights. But China clings to the classics and lacks the spirit of progress. Only in 
Japan does the idea of progress flourish, and Japan has it within its means to 
anticipate a glorious civilization in the future. 

Japan, however, is a small country. Since there are now those that swal-
low countries with impunity, we must consider the whole world our enemy. 
Although we should always endeavor to conduct friendly relations with the 
western powers, foreign enemies are watching for any lapse on our part…. We 
can rely only on our forty million fellow countrymen. Thus, any true Japanese 
must have a sense of public duty by which he values his life as lightly as dust, 
advances spiritedly, and is ready to sacrifice himself for the sake of the nation. 
We must encourage this spirit before an emergency occurs.… The purpose of 
the Rescript is to strengthen the basis of the nation by cultivating the virtues 
of filial piety and fraternal love, loyalty, and sincerity and to prepare for any 
emergency by nurturing the spirit of collective patriotism. If all Japanese 
establish themselves by these principles, we can be assured of uniting the 
hearts of the people. (Inoue Tetsujirō 1890, 2–3 [781–2])

As the founder of the famous Kyoto School of philosophy, Nishida Kitarō 
was the most famous philosopher of modern Japan. As an intellectual icon in 
his own time, in his later years, he was drawn into political philosophy and 
the debates over the meaning of kokutai. He hoped to bring philosophical 
insight to clarifying its true relation to morality, nation, and the global develop-
ments in his historical period. His theory of the kokutai is perhaps the most 
philosophically sophisticated of any thinker from the time. Developed when 
an ill-advised phrase could land one in jail for lese majesty, Nishida sheathed 
the edge of his argument by using the terms the militarists expected: “nation,” 
“world historical mission,” “imperial,” “East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere,” and 
so forth. Therefore, a superficial reading might lead one to believe Nishida had 
thoroughly bought in to the right-wing ideology. Any astute reader familiar 
with philosophical discourse will find something else, however. If one follows 
his whole argument, one finds Nishida defining and linking his terms in a way 
that undermines many basic principles of that ideology. He rejects the claim 
that it is historical fact that Japan was founded by the deities; he rejects the idea 
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thus moral laws are the principal measure for judging everything and every-
body. Loyalty, filial piety, humaneness, and righteousness—the four cardinal 
Confucian virtues—are the keynotes of education at home and in the schools. 
This is proof, superficial though it be, that morals hold the highest place in our 
society.… Morals are extremely powerful for defining us people as evildoers, but 
on every other point, they are perfectly powerless.… Today our society stands at 
the brink of moral bankruptcy. Well now, could this all be the result of moral 
cultivation? Yes, it is. Morals are not equipped with the power to carry them-
selves out. Therefore, cultivation in morality alone does not give people the 
strength to avoid evil.… The fruits of moral education lie in an awakening to 
one’s own wrongdoings and those of others.… In other words, moral cultivation 
does not raise people’s moral level in the least; it only sharpens their moral 
judgment towards themselves and others. (Uchimura Kanzō, 1922, 159–63)

As a prominent Christian who stood staunchly in his commitments to his 
faith despite increasing pressure to fall in line with the new state ideology, 
Uchimura was often ostracized and made the target of right-wing political 
criticism. His response was his famous affirmation of the “two Js,” affirming 
that he could have an identity as both a Japanese and a Christian follower of 
Jesus. His statement was one of the most explicit articulations of how national 
identity and religious identity could exist independently without diminishing 
one’s commitment to either. 

I love two Js and no third; one is Jesus, and the other Japan.
I do not know which I love more, Jesus or Japan. 
I am hated by my countrymen for Jesus’ sake as a yaso3 and I am disliked by 

foreign missionaries for Japan’s sake as national and narrow.…
Jesus and Japan; my faith is not a circle with one center; it is an ellipse with 

two centers. My heart and mind revolve around the two dear names. And I 
know that one strengthens the other; Jesus strengthens and purifies my love 
for Japan; and Japan clarifies and objectivizes my love for Jesus. Were it not for 
the two, I would become a mere dreamer, a fanatic, an amorphous universal 
man. 

Jesus makes me a world-man, a friend of humanity; Japan makes me a 
lover of my country, and through it binds me firmly to the terrestrial globe. I 
am neither too narrow nor too broad by loving the two at the same time. O 
Jesus, thou art the sun of my soul, the savior dear; I have given my all to thee! 
(Uchimura Kanzō 1926, 53–4)

To be inscribed upon my tomb
For Japan; 

3. [An old transcription of the name of Jesus, used here to refer also to Christians.]
4. [These words were written in his Bible, in English.]
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University. Taken from his book, The Concept of Hell, Umehara ruminates on 
whether the message of the Buddha can have any relevance to the modern 
technological world.

Confronted by this grandly serene world of the Buddha, some may respond 
with an excess of envy. The Buddha dwelt in a tranquil understanding that 
renounced desire, and we will admit that he was happy. But was that happiness 
not simply subjective, simply illusion? Civilization seems to follow a different 
path from the Buddha, for it emphasizes the affirmation of desire and the cre-
ation of means to satisfy it. The Buddha saw things through a distorting lens; 
his insight inverted the truth. He may have found the path to tranquility and 
peace, but was it not ultimately just an escape from civilization, and even from 
humanity? The Buddha himself may have been liberated from suffering, but 
what about the masses? To preach the renunciation of desire to the starving 
masses is to affirm barbarism and condone discrimination. One should not 
exhort those who have no food to renounce their desire for food; one must 
feed them. Is not the “wisdom” of the Buddha simply the truth stood on its 
head?…

It is true enough that the insights of the Buddha run directly counter to 
the commonsense values of people living in a technological society. Yet, as 
we have seen above, our modern society is not the first to cast doubt on the 
wisdom of the Buddha’s complete renunciation of desire. The [Mahayana] 
tradition was founded on a critical analysis of the renunciation theory. The 
founders of Mahayana felt it was necessary to reaffirm desire, to recapture the 
meaning and significance of the present world and civilization for human life. 
This was the motivation for their inquiries. 

Skeptics may respond that they do not find in Mahayana the understanding 
that would allow us to change the world in which we live. And indeed one 
does not find the practical applications we may glean from Bacon, Dewey, and 
Marx. Nonetheless, as the world suffers through war and insurrection caused 
by human ambition and greed, one cannot help but question whether a simple 
affirmation of raw human desire and the conflicts engendered by it will ever 
resolve the chaos of the modern world. The modern world was created by the 
unreflective will for power of the West. We are now caught up in the historical 
tragedy thus created. This is a time when we must carefully reassess the nature 
and extent of human desire itself. Without such considered reflection, there 
will be nothing to prevent this world from being transformed into a living hell. 
(Umehara Takeshi 1967a, 46–7 [57–8])

With this general overview of how language, politics, and religion have each 
played a role in influencing the understanding of Japanese cultural and national 
identity, we now turn to some longer selections. In them we will find echoes of 
many of the ideas just surveyed. For these selections, however, we have made 
no attempt to group them under one or another of the three categories. In 



1040 |  c u lt u r e  a n d  i d e n t i t y

of itself, not as the result of anyone’s purposeful action. Is this not a terrible 
delusion? Shintoists halfheartedly posit something called 1kami2, whom they 
supplicate to sway their destinies, but this is… more mistaken than taking fish 
eyes for pearls. Not for them to know the true Lord! Therefore our Kirishitan 
religion calls on all: Throw away those fish eyes! Worship and adore the true 
Lord Deus, who can be compared only to the most priceless of jewels! 

……
Yūtei: Things with shape and form, no matter how large they may be, cannot 

possibly be limitless. Nothing is as large as heaven and earth; nevertheless, hav-
ing a form, they also have a measure. If there were a measure to the holy sub-
stance of Deus, then he could not be Deus. Therefore he is not burdened with 
form. This we call spiritual sustância, true substance without shape or form. 
True substance means not void, and not void means the following.

This substance is the wellspring of measureless and boundless wisdom—we 
call him sapientíssimo. He is misericordíssimo—the wellspring of measure-
less mercy and compassion. He is justíssimo—the Lord of universal law and 
righteousness. He lacks none of all the virtues and myriad qualities. There is 
no insufficiency or deficiency in him—not even so much as a rabbit’s hair at 
autumn’s moulting. And, therefore, he is called true substance, not void. The 
scriptures also call him omnipotente, the Lord self-sufficient in all things. Since 
all is within his power, he thus created and made appear heaven and earth and 
the myriad phenomena out of a state where not one thing existed.

……
Myōshū: All things in heaven and on earth have two aspects: object and 

1principle2. Object may be defined by using the following analogy: Willows are 
green, flowers are red, and that is their external appearance; pines are straight, 
bushes are crooked, and that is the body which appertains to them. By “prin-
ciple” is meant the internal nature that is inherent in things, although if we were 
to smash the trees to pieces and look, we would see neither green nor red. And 
therefore “object” is associated with the state or specific character of a thing and 
principle is equivalent to its nature. 

Accordingly, one may further describe these two by way of an analogy. The 
water in a bamboo pipe is the principle nature. But then this water solidifies 
and turns into snow or ice—now think of this as the state of specific character. 
Snow and ice are distinctions of the object state; but, melting, they are merely 
the same water in a valley stream. Similarly, there are provisional distinctions 
in the object state of the myriad elements—birds are not beasts, and grasses are 
not trees. But when the object state is destroyed, all returns to the same prin-
ciple nature. And this is also called the true state of the one 1thusness2 without 
distinctions.

In Confucianism there are also two categories posited: nature and 1genera-
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However, bushidō developed gradually, aided by Confucianism and Bud-
dhism, and in this way gradually came to be perfected. Because of this, in its 
fully finished form bushidō is the product of a harmonized fusion of the three 
teachings of Shinto, Confucianism, and Buddhism.

……
It is not possible to say with accuracy in what age bushidō arose.… If one 

goes further and further back, it is possible to discover some of the principles 
of bushidō already in the tales of the Japanese gods.… The Japanese race has 
a spirit that primarily respects the martial, and it must be said that this is the 
source of bushidō. In other words, it would certainly be safe to say that bushidō 
has existed since ancient times. (Inoue Tetsujirō 1901, 2–4, 7–8)

D e at h  a n d  l o ya lt y

Two prominent ideas in modern discussions of samurai thought 
have been the attitude of Japanese warriors towards death and loyalty. Both 
were idealized significantly in the early twentieth century, in official documents 
as well as in popular literature, and they continue to shape current images of the 
warrior class. The virtues of absolute loyalty to the emperor and nation, and the 
readiness to lay down one’s life for them, became central tenets of prewar pro-
paganda directed at both the military and civilians, and featured prominently 
in popular nationalistic culture. Although these ideals were strongly rejected 
immediately after 1945, they were picked up by certain elements again in the 
latter half of the twentieth century so that to this day they continue to shape the 
image of samurai thought.

Notions of Death

One of the aspects most frequently associated with samurai philoso-
phy is the way of dealing with death. As a universal and inescapable part of 
human experience, death has been a central issue in philosophies of all times 
and places. In the case of the samurai, however, their very profession dictated 
that they would, in all likelihood, have to deal with death far more frequently 
and directly than the rest of Japanese society, let alone philosophers in other 
traditions. A stoic approach to death is thus one of the traits most commonly 
attributed to samurai thought. In reality, however, writers on warrior thought 
have had widely divergent ideas on the subject. Some, like Suzuki Shōsan*, were 
apprehensive of death, and many others did not deal with the subject in great 
depth. This was largely due to the fact that most writings on warrior morality 
were composed during an age of relative peace, and death by unnatural causes 
was a fairly remote possibility. 
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is an expression of a complex emotional dynamic that draws on poetic tools of 
indirect depiction. To be sure, this is an image of femininity borrowed from a 
traditional way of considering woman’s nature, but as a cultural category it was 
widely adopted without reference to women. In the Japanese context femininity 
needs to be seen primarily as a principle of polyphony.

The tradition of the culture of femininity is not limited to poetry or literature, 
however. Sakabe Megumi* explores the philosophical implications of this cul-
ture of femininity and sees in it the ground of the Japanese idea of the subject. 
He emphasizes the dynamic crossover in the relation between masculinity and 
femininity, citing the Shining Prince Genji as “a typical example of a hero with 
‘delicate elegance.’” The reversibility of gender is clearly one of the basic ele-
ments of Japanese culture, suggesting a use of femininity completely different 
from that of sexual dichotomy. This, in turn, suggests that the modern con-
cept of the “subject,” with its individualistic overtones and its clear distinction 
between the sexes, is largely alien to traditional Japanese modes of thought. It is 
for this reason that Sakabe recommends approaching the Japanese “subject” as 
a polyphonic phenomenon.

Gender and Japanese Modernization

These reversible gender relations disappeared in the course of Japan’s 
modernization. Like modernization almost everywhere, the direction of the 
process in Japan was strongly dominated by masculinity. It is interesting to 
note how the ruling powers invented modern gender dualism by disassociating 
modernity from more traditional images of gender. As convenient as this was 
for speeding up the social adjustment to modernization, it was obviously an 
idea imported from the West.

The modern notion of gender in general has two defining characteristics: it is 
naturalistic and dualistic. It is a naturalistic category because it is based on the 
biological determination of sexuality, it is a naturalistic category; it is dualistic 
in that it creates two completely distinct gender identities. The modern notion 
of gender is thus able to function as a driving force supporting dualistic think-
ing. This explains why modernization necessarily entailed the destruction of 
traditional polyphonic gender and why the introduction of modern gender was 
seen as an index of successful modernization. 

This may also help to explain why the “women’s question” was one of the 
most popular topics among Meiji intellectuals and the philosophers of the 
“national morals” project, a nationwide program of moral education based on 
the problematic 1890 Imperial Rescript on Education. No doubt this project set 
the ideological background to military nationalism in prewar Japan. 

A number of intellectuals of the Japanese [Enlightenment], like Fukuzawa 
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Zeami Motokiyo 世阿弥元清 (1363–1443)

Born into a family of [sarugaku] performers in the Nara basin, Zeami 
was trained in performance and playwriting by his father Kan’ami. Kan’ami’s suc-
cesses in Kyoto gave Zeami the opportunity to learn about classical Japanese waka 
and to acquire a competence in the most popular poetic genre of his day, linked 
verse or renga. As a young man Zeami also learned about Chinese and Japanese 
legends and Buddhist doctrine, chiefly at Daigo-ji. When Kan’ami died in 1384, 
the leadership of his troupe was passed to his son, who seems to have built on his 
father’s successes in the capital, particularly through the patronage of the shōgun 
Ashikaga Yoshimitsu.

In 1400, Zeami began to compose accounts of his training and to write down 
reflections on a wide range of matters related to acting. He continued writing 
throughout his life, producing a remarkable body of work on performance, includ-
ing material on how to gain patrons, how to write plays, how to portray various 
characters on the stage, how to train young actors, and how to make aesthetic judg-
ments about performance. He also wrote thirty or forty important plays of his own 
and established formal conventions for acting that led to the highly refined and 
canonical dramatic form we know today as Nō drama.

Zeami was acquainted with some of the leading lights of the Buddhism of his 
day, among them Kiyō Hōshū (1321–1424). Although devotional Buddhism was an 
obvious source for thematic material in his plays, his intellectual world spoke the 
language of Zen, and the influence of Zen is apparent in his work on aesthetics and 
training, as hinted at in the following selection. He was exiled to the isle of Sado in 
the last years of his long life by Shōgun Ashikaga Yoshinori, but may have returned 
to the capital at the very end of his life.

[th]

K n o w i n g  t h e  f l o w e r
Zeami Motokiyo 1428, 186 (207–8); 1424, 97–8, 100–1, 87–8 
(112–13, 115–16, 102–3); 1418, 61–2 (70–1); 1420, 117–18 (136)

Interest

I have compared the perception of interest to a flower. This entails 
the perception of freshness. To push this understanding to its greatest limit is 
what I mean by knowing the flower.… Now then, a flower is interesting in that 
it blooms and is fresh in that it scatters. Someone once asked, “What is the 
essence of impermanence?” The answer: “The scattering of blossoms, the falling 
of leaves.” Again, he asked, “What is eternal and incorruptible?” The answer: 
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Turn your mind to the clearest possible apprehension of these several objects, 
and in making yourself into one of them, do not depart from yūgen, no matter 
what the station of the object of your imitation. Whether highborn or com-
moner, man or woman, priest or layman, bumpkin or lout, even beggar or 
pariah, they should, every one, be made to appear as if they were carrying a 
spray of blossoms. They should elicit acclaim: “What beautiful blossoms,” no 
matter the difference in their social stations, for the flower of performance is 
the same for everyone. This flower comes from individual demeanor. What 
displays the attitude beautifully is the mind. The mind of which I speak must 
understand that the seed of yūgen comes from clearly discerning the underly-
ing principles—studying poetics so that the words possess yūgen, studying the 
proper standards of expression in dress so that the attitude possesses yūgen—
from having a specific sense of what is beautiful, even though the object of 
imitation may vary. 

Attaining No-Mind

In their critiques, members of the audience often say that the places 
where nothing is done are interesting. This is a secret stratagem of the actor. 
Now the Two Arts,10 the different types of stage business, and varieties of dra-
matic imitation, all are techniques performed with the body. The gap between 
is where, as they say, nothing is done. When you consider why it is that this gap 
where nothing is done should be interesting, you will find that this is because 
of an underlying disposition by which the mind bridges the gap. It is a frame 
of mind in which you maintain your intent and do not loosen your concentra-
tion in the gaps where you’ve stopped dancing the dance, in the places where 
you’ve stopped singing the music, in the gaps between all types of speech and 
dramatic imitation, and so on. This internal excitement diffuses outward and 
creates interest. However, should it be apparent to others that you have adopted 
this frame of mind, that is no good. If it becomes apparent, then it is likely to 
turn into a dramatic technique in itself. Then it is no longer “doing nothing.” At 
the rank of no-mind, one bridges the gaps between what comes before and after 
with such a stratagem, so that one’s intent is even hidden from oneself. This, 
then, is “Binding the Many Arts with a Single Intent”: 

Life and death, come and go: marionettes in a puppet show. 
If a single string should snap, tumble, tumble, down they go.

This is a comparison with the situation of a person trapped in the karmic 
cycle of life and death. The manipulation of a marionette on a stage may pro-

10. [Singing and dance.]
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nature,” a Buddhist term for true reality, usually in reference to concrete 
phenomena. (285, 771)

dhātu 界 (J. kai). The Sanskrit Buddhist term for a realm, also translated as 
world, element, or sacred locale. (103, 121)

dhyāna 禅 ・ 禅定 (J. zen, zenjō). In Indian Buddhism a trance state achieved 
through meditative practices; in Chinese and Japanese Buddhism a general 
term for various types of meditation. The Chinese name of the Zen School, 
“Chan,” is derived from the Chinese transliteration of dhyāna 禅那, pro-
nounced chan-na. (143, 204–5)

Dutch learning, studies 蘭学 (J. rangaku). The study of western disciplines, lan-
guages, and material culture during the Edo or Tokugawa Era (1600–1868), 
so called because the Dutch were the principal transmitters of western cul-
ture in this period, and Dutch the language most often learned. (531, 554–5)

empty, emptiness 空 (S. śūnya, śūnyatā; J. kū). A term that refers to the cen-
tral 1Mahayana2 teaching that all beings are empty of or lacking perma-
nent, independent existence or substantial 1self-nature2. Consistent with 
the image suggested by the sinograph for “sky” as well as the use of this 
sinograph to represent the Sanskrit term śūnya or śūnyatā, the term empti-
ness is often used as a variant for mu or 1nothingness2 in its Buddhist sense. 
(62, 67–70, 72, 83, 85, 106, 108, 110, 114–15, 152, 158, 172, 176–7, 184, 187, 205, 208, 211, 
213, 222–3, 280, 293, 295, 314, 330, 351–2, 356, 405, 435, 609, 626, 642–3, 687, 714, 716, 
719–20, 726–9, 740–1, 750–2, 756–7, 776, 782, 792, 794, 822, 944–5, 1028, 1041, 1097, 
1118, 1183, 1200)

Enlightenment, the 文明開化 (J. bunmei kaika). The movement among Japanese 
intellectuals and government officials of the early Meiji Period (1868–1912) 
that advanced modernization and the adoption of western values, customs, 
and military policies. (559, 574, 583, 1090, 1127–8)

expedient means 方便 (S. upāya, J. hōben). The skillful means adapted by the 
Buddha to teach according to the varying capacities of his audience. An 
important theme in many 1Mahayana2 sutras. (68, 108, 220, 237, 256, 422, 560, 
578, 684, 771, 1042, 1119)

filial piety 孝 (J. kō). The sort of respect and love children should show their 
parents. The very beginning of virtue and ethical relationships for many 
Confucians. (14, 185, 315, 318–19, 321, 356, 361, 363, 385, 388, 392, 414, 433, 474, 488, 
506, 529–30, 534, 631–635, 1021, 1023–4, 1033, 1106–7, 1110–11)

final stage of the dharma È mappō
five constant virtues 五常徳 (J. gojō toku). In the Confucian tradition, the vir-

tues of 1humane  ness2, 1righteousness2, 1propriety2, 1wisdom2, and trustwor-
thiness. (301, 303, 418)

five relations, five relationships 五倫 (J. gorin). In the Confucian tradition, the 
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with 1self-power2. (49, 214, 218, 220, 239–40, 245, 252, 258–9, 262, 264, 266, 268, 
270–2, 279, 642, 690, 1057)

perfections 波羅蜜 (S. pāramitā, J. haramitsu). The six (or sometimes ten) vir-
tues—generosity, morality, patience, diligence, meditation, and wisdom—
cultivated by a 1bodhisattva2. È prajñāpāramitā (53, 84, 100, 105, 108, 204)

phenomenal realm, world È dharmadhātu
place 場所 (J. basho). Sometimes translated as topos, basho is a technical term 

in Nishida Kitarō’s philosophy that designates the context within which var-
ious phenomena, as well as epistemological constructs to explain phenom-
ena, must be placed to render them intelligible and distinguishable from 
others of like kind. In contrast to the philosophical notion of a ground or 
sufficient reason for things, the notion of place relates things to each other 
and to the conceptual space that defines or determines them, both tempo-
rally and materially. A series of increasingly concrete and inclusive basho 
leads to the ultimate basho of 1nothingness2. (27, 110, 643, 646–59, 664, 667, 670, 
680–1, 692, 708, 738, 740–2, 765–6, 768, 792, 797–8, 825, 865, 883–4, 887, 952, 958, 982, 
1053, 1097)

prajñā 般若 (J. hannya). The Sanksrit Buddhist term for the wisdom that dis-
cerns truth, be it ontological truth such as the 1emptiness2 of things, or 
epistemological truths conducive to awakening, such as descriptions of the 
makeup of reality. Considered as requisite for enlightenment or as the very 
functioning of enlightenment, prajñā is often associated with karuṇā, 1com-
passion2, or with śīla, moral conduct, and 1dhyāna2, meditation, to form the 
“three kinds of learning.” (104–6, 136, 214–17, 219, 222, 883, 916, 1035, 1196)

prajñāpāramitā 般若波羅蜜多 (J. hannya haramitta). Also known as the “per-
fection of wisdom,” the name refers to a group of about two dozen 
1Mahayana2 sutras characterized by the philosophy of radical deconstruc-
tion or 1emptiness2 and a logic of negation. (663)

pratītya-samutpāda 縁起・因縁 (J. engi, innen). Dependent origination or con-
ditioned co-production. The theory common to all Buddhist traditions that 
all things arise and desist interdependently in a network of mutual condi-
tions or non-substantial causes. (103, 121, 124, 917–18)

pratyekabuddha 縁覚 ・ 独覚 ・ 辟支仏 (J. engaku, dokkaku, byakushi butsu). One 
who achieves partial awakening through one’s own efforts without the aid of 
a teacher. Typically these persons live outside religious communities and are 
criticized in 1Mahayana2 Buddhism for their lack of participation in society, 
both monastic and lay. (106)

principal object of veneration È gohonzon
principle 理 (J. ri). In neo-Confucianism, the rational and ethical order of all 

things. While unitary in its goodness, principle manifests itself throughout 
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wisdom 智 (J. chi). In Confucianism, the virtue of comprehending the 1Way2. 
In Buddhism, synonymous with 1prajñā2. (passim)

yakṣa 夜叉 (J. yasha). In Buddhist mythology, one of eight kinds of nonhu-
mans or demigods. Yakṣa generally are demons in Indian mythology, but 
in a Buddhist context they have been converted to benevolent spirits that 
protect the religion. (88)

Yogācāra 唯識 (J. yuishiki). A major 1Mahayana2 School of Indian Buddhism 
that contributed sophisticated theories of consciousness, including the 
teaching that our ordinary, desire-driven perception and cognition con-
struct illusory objects whose true nature emerges when consciousness is 
purified. Yogācāra also made important contributions to Indian Buddhist 
logic and epistemology. (55, 90, 94, 127, 273, 280–1)

yomi 黄泉. In Japanese mythology, the underworld for the dead. In some cases, 
as in Hirata Atsutane, associated with the moon. The sinographs literally 
mean “yellow springs,” an allusion to Chinese mythology. (462, 480, 510–16, 
518–19, 521, 910–11)

yūgen 幽玄. The aesthetic ideal of suggesting the graceful subtlety and mysteri-
ous depth, beyond human grasp, of words, emotions, or things. (1126, 1170–1, 
1183, 1204–1205, 1207, 1210–11, 1213, 1216–19)

zange (sange) 懺悔. A Buddhist term for repentance, confession, or penitence. 
In Tanabe Hajime’s postwar philosophy it was used as a Japanese equivalent 
of metanoia to signifying the change of heart critical of unquestioned con-
fidence in rationality and self-will, and advocating a reliance on a power 
beyond the comprehension of the ordinary, ego-centered self. (687)

zazen 坐禅. Seated meditation, the primary form of practice in the Zen tradi-
tion. In the Japanese Buddhist context, usually pronounced sange. (11, 136, 
141–3, 163, 171–3, 176, 186–9, 193, 375, 584, 1198)
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