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Foreword

The story of philosophy in Japan has been told and 
retold for the better part of a hundred years by 

historians within Japan and from abroad. From the initial impor-
tation of western philosophies, to the dispatch of students to study 
in the academies of Europe and the United States, to the introduc-
tion of philosophy into university curricula, to the emergence of an 
indigenous Japanese philosophy, the broad outlines of the history of 
philosophy in Japan are well documented both in Japanese and in 
the major languages of the western philosophical world.1 Import-
ant as this body of information is, it is not the whole picture. For 
one thing, the story of how Japanese philosophy has fared outside 
of Japan has yet to be told. For another, the philosophical resources 
scattered through Japan’s intellectual history prior to the arrival of 
western philosophy have yet to be recognized as part of the fuller 
history of philosophy.

The essays brought together in this book attempt to address 
both of these issues. They were first presented at the twelfth biannual 
symposium of the Nanzan Institute for Religion and Culture held 
in Nagoya, Japan, from 7 to 10 June 2004. They are offered here in 

1. Rolf Elberfeld has drawn my attention to what may well be the first historical 
account in a western language, a Ph.D. dissertation submitted to Princeton University 
in 1915 by Kishinami Tsunezō under the title The Development of Philosophy in Japan. 
Among the most recent research to be undertaken on the subject is a new project being 
directed by Fujita Masakatsu of Kyoto University whose aim is to study in detail the 
formative years of Japanese philosophy from the beginning of the First World War to 
the end of the Second.
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the original languages of their composition. A Japanese translation is 
currently in preparation.

Concerning the reception of Japanese philosophy abroad, 
thirteen scholars from six language groups—Chinese, English, 
French, German, Italian, and Spanish—provide historical data and 
a prospectus for the future. Reading through these pages, it become 
clear that there is more at stake than simply differences of idiom. 
The very connotations of the term philosophy and the cultural 
expectations that surround it are far from uniform, even among the 
countries of continental Europe. Thus, for example, the inclusion of 
Buddhist thought is self-evident in some linguistic frameworks and 
largely ignored in others. Or again, the same postmodern modes of 
thought that give certain trends in Japanese philosophy a foothold in 
one country serves to cast a shadow of political suspicion over those 
trends in another. 

These differences aside, there is one crucial point on which all 
the essays seem to be in fundamental agreement: the convention of 
drawing the contours of philosophy contiguous with the contours 
of classical western philosophy, while dominant within Japan, is 
unacceptable to scholars of Japanese philosophy abroad. Where 
the mass of Japanese scholars of philosophy have been preoccupied 
with earning recognition alongside their colleagues in the western 
academy for contributions to western philosophy, growing numbers 
of western scholars have struggled to equip themselves with the 
necessary linguistic and historical tools in order to mine the unknown 
resources of Japan for new philosophical ideas and perspectives. The 
fruits of their efforts—books, conferences, professional associations, 
university courses, and so forth—have begun to attract the 
enthusiasm of more and more young Japanese for rethinking the 
philosophical thought within their own intellectual traditions.

It is here that research on the fate of Japanese philosophy abroad 
dovetails with the second focus of the symposium, the preparation 
of an extensive anthology of Japanese philosophical resources from 
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ancient times to the present. The project of compiling and translating 
such a Sourcebook, initially in English but later in other languages as 
well, will require a network of collaborating scholars from within 
Japan and around the world, and will take several years to bring to 
completion.

The symposium provided an opportunity not only formally to 
launch the Sourcebook but also to clarify the aims and parameters 
of the project as a whole. To this end, essays on how the definitions 
of “philosophy” are evolving to include the non-western world, and 
on the absence of clear-cut distinctions between religion and phi-
losophy in eastern thinking, were the occasion for extended discus-
sions among the participants. A concluding dialogue was also held at 
Kyoto University with Fujita Masakatsu, Hase Shōtō, Kōsaka Shirō, 
Ōhashi Ryōsuke, and Keta Masako, all of whom kindly agreed to 
collaborate in the effort.

On behalf of all the contributors, the editor would like to 
acknowledge a grant from the Promotion and Mutual Aid Corpo-
ration for Private Schools in Japan which made this symposium and 
the publication of these papers possible. Thanks are due also to Syl-
vain Isaac, Ralf Müller, and Enrico Fongaro for generously offering 
to proofread portions of the final text.

James W. Heisig
Nagoya, Japan
15 August 2004
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État des études sur la pensée  
japonaise en France

Frédéric Girard

Les études sur l’histoire de la pensée japonaise en 
 France sont assez mal desservies. Il y a à cela plu-

sieurs raisons qu’on peut essayer de circonscrire, de façon non 
exhaustive. A l’orée des temps modernes, où l’étude scientifique des 
pays orientaux s’est fait jour, le Japon a surtout retenu l’attention des 
observateurs par son exotisme, des voyageurs diplomates ou occa-
sionnels retenant les curiosités et les différences du comportement, 
des coutumes et des croyances des Japonais, sans vraiment se soucier 
de faire une description objective des phénomènes qu’ils observaient. 
A cet intérêt initial orienté vers l’exotisme vient s’ajouter l’absence 
presque totale de cadre institutionnel dans lequel les études japo-
naises prenaient place. L’École des langues Orientales cherchait à 
former des diplomates interprètes en japonais plus que des japonolo-
gues. De fait, les études japonaises étaient en France, au xixe siècle, 
un parent pauvre en regard des études indiennes et chinoises, où des 
travaux d’excellente qualité dans le domaine de la civilisation, reli-
gion et philosophie comprises, voyaient le jour. Le Japon ne s’était 
pas vu reconnaître le statut d’une grande civilisation porteuse d’une 
pensée ou d’une philosophie spécifique qui mérite l’attention des 
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savants, comme ses voisins; c’est sa langue, sa littérature et sa reli-
gion qui faisaient presque exclusivement l’objet des études. Il suffit 
de voir les quelques maigres lignes que consacrent encore au Japon, 
au xxe siècle, des auteurs extérieurs au domaine japonologique, mais 
bienveillants, comme Paul Masson-Oursel ou René Grousset, dans 
leurs histoires de la philosophie extrême-orientale. C’est un fait aussi 
que la pensée classique japonaise a, en France moins qu’ailleurs et 
plus tardivement qu’ailleurs (en comparaison avec l’Angleterre, l’Al-
lemagne, ou les États-Unis, par exemple), fait l’objet d’investigations 
qui se seraient concrétisées par des traductions, des études et des his-
toriques. 

À ces aspects circonstanciels, s’ajoute un autre qui touche le 
fond de la question: la difficulté intrinsèque que l’historien des idées 
a à appréhender le sujet. Ce qu’on entend par “pensée japonaise” 
ne se manifeste, en règle générale, pas directement par des mode 
d’expression langagiers, conceptuels ou représentatifs à l’aide d’élé-
ments purement autochtones. La plus grande partie de ces modes 
d’expression sont empruntés à l’étranger, langue, notions, manifes-
tations matérielles, etc., en l’occurrence principalement le Conti-
nent —la Chine et la Corée—, puis l’Occident, à deux reprises, aux 
xvie–xviie siècles, aux xixe-xxe siècles. Il n’en va pas de même de 
l’Inde ou de la Chine, où les systèmes philosophiques et religieux 
ont été sécrétés sur leur sol même: l’hindouisme, le bouddhisme, le 
taoïsme, le confucianisme. Ces éléments étrangers sont sélectionnés 
et utilisés partiellement, non sans des déformations, par les Japonais. 
Il est donc rare que le japonologue se trouve en face d’élaborations 
purement locales, jusque et y compris le shintō. Une tentative dans 
ce sens a néanmoins été entreprise non sans audace ni courage, ni 
non plus sans quelque résultat, par Motoori Norinaga, à l’époque 
d’Edo. Cependant, l’entreprise garde quelque arbitraire et artifice 
et les résultats en sont assez contestables dès qu’on y regarde de 
près, hormi même le fait que l’idée d’un Japon “pur” n’est peut-être 
qu’une vue de l’esprit, sinon le produit d’une idéologie. En revanche, 
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le japonologue se trouve confronté à des mixtes, composés d’élé-
ments locaux et importés. Il lui importe de débrouiller dans les élé-
ments importés, ce qui revient à l’original et ce qui a été transmis 
sur place, avant de se faire une idée d’ensemble des procédés d’uti-
lisation et donc des modes de pensée mis en place au Japon. Cette 
procédure scientifique requiert, non seulement des connaissances 
s’étendant à plusieurs domaines géographiques, mais également des 
procédés d’analyse demandant au moins deux temps, une prise de 
connaissance des données, un décantement pour abstraire les élé-
ments purement japonais. Ce deuxième temps est nécessaire pour ne 
pas tomber dans des travers d’analyses qui conduisent à ne voir dans 
un courant japonais que le prolongement d’un courant continental, 
et à en mésestimer l’originalité, sinon à le déprécier complètement.

Qui penserait, par exemple, sérieusement à attribuer une pensée 
philosophique ou religieuse au prince Shōtoku, avant d’avoir fait au 
préalable une critique textuelle des ouvrages ou des traités qui lui 
sont attribués, comme les Commentaires aux trois sutra ou ce qu’on 
appelle sa Constitution? N’est-ce pas en sacrifiant délibérément la 
vérité historique qu’on retracera dans un descriptif de ces textes 
considérés comme reflétant la “pensée” du prince, dont on accep-
tera sans beaucoup d’esprit critique l’image d’un héro civilisateur, 
champion des Lumières, fondateur du bouddhisme ou du shintō, ou 
du syncrétisme shintō-bouddhique? Un esprit méthodique et scru-
puleux peut-il prendre pour argent comptant de tels textes? Ne se 
demandera-t-il pas au préablable qui est le rédacteur de ces textes, 
quelle en est la part d’imitation ou de copie de textes continentaux, 
quelle en est la part d’utilisation faite réellement au Japon? Autant de 
questions guidées par l’esprit critique, qui peuvent réduire le savant, 
pour un temps, à un silence éditorial. De façon plus générale, on 
se demandera dans quelles conditions et par qui sont élaborés les 
ouvrages considérés comme porteurs de pensée: sont-ils rédigés par 
un seul personnage ou sont-ils le produit d’un groupe d’individus 
formant une école ou se réclamant d’une lignée? L’importance au 
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Japon de ces idées d’écoles et de lignées n’oblige-t-elle pas à mini-
miser, sinon à oblitérer, la notion d’“authorship” qui, pour nous, est 
presque toujours indissociable de celle de “pensée” ou de “philoso-
phie”, considérées comme le produit d’un esprit avant tout auto-
nome et libre, s’affirmant en tant que tel? L’effacement relatif des 
auteurs, à quelques exceptions près, devant leur production n’a-t-il 
pas constitué pour les interprètes occidentaux un obstacle qui l’ont 
obligé à de longs et nombreux détours pour aborder les œuvres et les 
appréhender correctement?

Ce retard des études sur la pensée japonaise en France n’est 
peut-être pas que le résultat d’un manque d’intérêt, d’une lenteur, 
ou d’une négligence. Il pourrait aussi provenir d’une méthodologie 
qui met du temps à fructifier en résultats tangibles immédiats. Le 
scrupule avec lequel procèdent les historiens et les philologues, por-
teurs d’une langue abstraite et conceptuelle comme l’est le français, 
s’il n’est pas propice à donner des descriptifs synthétiques, rapides 
facilement assimilables par les lecteurs empressés d’avoir des con-
naissances globales, ou de se donner le sentiment d’avoir acquis 
de telles connaissances. Le scrupule scientifique de savants formés 
dans le système français peut-il se satisfaire de survols somme toute 
assez superficiels? Il est possible, sinon probable, que cette lenteur 
apparente à mettre en évidence des résultats dans le domaine con-
cerné ne corresponde par un certain côté qu’à un détour et qu’à une 
démarche, qui passe par l’examen honnête et scrupuleux des textes 
et des documents allégués. Sous cet angle, ne peut-on pressentir que 
des résultats dans ce domaine sont à attendre pour un temps non 
éloigné, qui se font déjà sentir? De fait, de nombreux éléments pour 
constituer une histoire de la pensée au Japon se trouvent dispersés ou 
épars dans des travaux et des publications; mais ceux-ci touchent des 
domaines très variés: l’histoire, l’histoire des religions, la littérature, 
l’histoire de l’art, l’archéologie, la philologie, etc.? 
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Religions et bouddhisme

Époque pionnière

Les témoignages des missionnaires, notamment jésuites, 
et des européens, des xvie et xviie siècles, ont décrit les croyances 
japonaises, singulièrement le bouddhisme qu’ils ont relevé en ordre 
principal, comme relevant d’une religion paienne idolâtre. Selon 
eux, elle professe une doctrine qui admet un principe (dōri, genri, 
terme traduisant shinnyo, la talité, la vraie manière d’être des choses) 
auquel tout retourne, mais principe qui est du néant (kyomu, terme 
traduisant de façon erronée nirvāna); et ils ont porté en Europe une 
image négative et déformée du bouddhisme. Parmi ces témoignages, 
on peut noter celui de la Controverse de Yamaguchi entre le jésuite 
Cosme de Torres, et les moines Zen, les shākyamunistes de la secte 
Hokke et les amidistes de la secte Ikki. L’histoire de ces infléchisse-
ments dans le sens d’une interprétation nihiliste a été faite de façon 
critique par Roger-Pol Droit dans son étude, Le culte du néant, et 
le livre de Nishitani Keiji, Qu’est-ce que la religion?, (1961) montre 
précisément que la vacuité bouddhique représente une alternative au 
nihilisme contemporain. Il ne s’est agi que d’une première approche. 

Les missionnaires, principalement jésuites, ont cependant eu 
le mérite d’avoir mis en évidence que le courant religieux le plus 
important était le bouddhisme, sous les formes du Zen et de l’ami-
disme, amidisme qui jouait un rôle de premier plan dans l’idéolo-
gie politique du régime des gouvernants, les Tokugawa, comme cela 
apparaît de mieux en mieux par l’exhumation de documents appar-
tenant à cette famille, et qui étaient en partie restés occultés. Pour 
cette période, Mme Minako Debergh a effectué des travaux histo-
riques touchant le cathéchisme, la cartographie et l’iconographie, 
qui intéressent de près les conceptions religieuses.

L’intérêt proprement scientifique pour le bouddhisme japonais 
a débuté avec la mission au Japon en 1876 d’Émile Guimetmile 
Guimet. La chance de Émile Guimet a été de se trouver au Japon 
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à un moment où le bouddhisme était proscrit (c’est le mouvement 
appelé haibutsu kishaku) et par conséquent de pouvoir se procurer 
des pièces iconographiques à très bon prix. Mais son génie a été 
d’avoir eu un esprit de système remarquable et d’avoir choisi de col-
lectionner des pièces, non nécesairement précieuses au sens matériel, 
mais représentatives de toutes les sections significatives du panthéon 
bouddhique japonais, comprenant également à leur place des pièces 
relatives au shintō. Là où les missionaires voyaient une profusion 
confuse d’idoles, lui y a vu l’architecture mentale de ce panthéon 
qui reproduisait la structure mentale de la religiosité des Japonais. 
Il a également eu l’idée de dialoguer avec les représentants des prin-
cipales sectes bouddhiques ainsi qu’avec les prêtres shintō, sur des 
questions philosophiques et religieuses, comme l’origine de la créa-
tion du monde, l’ordre cosmique, la destinée de l’âme, les rapports 
entre dieux shintō et les Buddha ainsi que les bodhisattva, les textes 
canoniques.

Le passage de moines japonais à Paris a permis de mieux faire 
connaître le bouddhisme japonais en France et à susciter son étude. 
Mentionnons quele long séjour de Fujishima Ryōun, moine de la 
secte Jōdo shinshū, envoyé par Takakusu Junjirō, de la même secte, 
pour en propager les enseignements, s’est soldé par une présentation 
des écoles bouddhiques japonaises dans Le bouddhisme japonais, Doc-
trines et histoire des douze grandes sectes bouddhiques du Japon (1889) 
(postface par Bernard Frank, en 1982). L’ouvrage dont le caractère 
scientifique est assez faible, car il suit des catégorisations artificielles 
éloignées de la réalité, a néanmoins contribué à donner une idée du 
bouddhisme japonais en France. Sur le même modèle, un conser-
vateur du Musée Guimet, Alfred Milliaud, a entrepris de traduire 
le Hasshū kōyō du moine Gyōnen, travail qu’il n’a pu mener à bien, 
Esquisse des huit sectes bouddhistes du Japon par Gyau-nen, de la secte 
Kegon (1289 ap.J.C.0, Revue d’histoire des religions, 13e année, t.25 
et 26, 1892). Le même Milliaud a fait aussi,en collaboration avec le 
grand spécialiste du christianisme au Japon, Ebisawa Arimichi, une 
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traduction du Résumé des croyances de la mauvaise religion du 
moine Zen Sessō Sōsai, qui est une réfutation en forme du christia-
nisme rédigé vers 1648 et, en tant qu’il donne le point de vue boudd-
hique sur la religion étrangère, il est une très bonne présentation des 
doctrines et des croyances bouddhiques dans l’état où elles étaient au 
xviie siècle (Revue d’histoire des religions, 16e année, t.32, 1895).

On doit également faire mention de Japonais, de passage en 
France pour de plus ou moins longs séjours, qui ont apporté des 
contributions dans le domaine. Le long séjour de Tajima Ryūjun, 
moine Shingon du Kōya-san, venu étudier auprès de Sylvain Lévi, a 
produit à deux ouvrages qui sont restés longtemps des classiques en 
la matière et gardent encore toute leur valeur en ce qui concerne les 
descriptions des doctrines, des rituels et du symbolisme de l’ésoté-
risme bouddhique de la tradition du Shingon, bien qu’ils souffrent 
d’un certain manque d’objectivité historique et scientifique: Étude 
sur le mahāvairocana (1936) et Les deux grands mandala et la doctrine 
de l’ésoterisme Shingon (1959). 

La traduction d’ouvrages a également eu une influence sur l’in-
térêt porté au bouddhisme japonais au cours de cette époque, nota-
mment au Zen et au Jōdo shinshū. Mentionnons :

•	 La Voie des guerriers (bushidō) de Nitobe Inazō, qui a enseigné 
à l’Université de Genève avant Yanagita Kunio à la fin du xixe 
siècle, inaugurant une chaire d’étude du bouddhisme qui se per-
pétue jusqu’à maintenant, et a notamment été illustrée par Paul 
Oltramare et Robert Heinemann. Le livre de Nitobe met l’accent 
sur l’influence du Zen sur le bushidō, en concordance avec des 
éléments confucianistes et shintō.

•	 Le Livre du thé (Cha no hon) de Okakura Tenshin (1912), qui veut 
se fonder sur une esthétique Zen, en y adjoignant des éléments 
venant du shintō et du confucianisme, se voulant une synthèse 
des traités antérieurs depuis l’époque des Guerres Civiles.

•	 Shinran et ses disciples de Kurata Hyakuzō (1932), qui présente 
sous une forme romancée la vie et les doctrines du Jōdo shinshū.
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Le spécialiste en études chinoises et bouddhiques, Paul Demié-
ville, suisse d’origine, qui a séjourné à la Maison Franco-Japonaise 
avant la guerre, auteur de nombreux ouvrages et articles, connaisseur 
également de la langue japonaise, a été le premier rédacteur en chef 
du Hōbōgirin, Dictionnaire encyclopèdique du bouddhisme d’après les 
sources chinoises et japonaises. Cette entreprise, initiée à l’époque de 
Claudel et de Sylvain Lévi, se proposait de restituer des originaux 
indiens perdus à travers les sources existantes, notamment grâce 
aux traductions en chinois de Kumārajīva (Lotus), de Xuanzang 
(vijñānavāda) ou de Yijing (ésotérisme), à une époque où du côté 
japonais on avait constitué le remarquable instrument de référence 
qu’est le Canon bouddhique de l’ère Taishō (Taishō shinshū daizōkyō) 
et où l’on confectionnait les deux outils de travail irremplaçables que 
sont les encyclopédies de Mochizuki Shinkō (Bukkyō daijiten) et de 
l’Université Ryūkoku (Bukkyō daijii). L’encyclopédie se fonde sur des 
manuscrits rédigés par des savants japonais, traduits ou repris par des 
rédacteurs francophones, comme Akamatsu Gyōnen. Le travail s’ap-
puie donc sur les sources premières, qu’on analyse de facon critique, 
ce á la suite de quoi on en fait la synthèse. 

Demiéville a lui-même laissé des travaux touchant la japono-
logie: son énorme article “Byō” du Hōbōgirin traite de la médecine 
japonaise dans ses rapports avec le bouddhisme, son article sur la 
musique Cam (vietnamienne) au Japon interésse l’histoire de la 
musique de cour et religieuse du gagaku; il a laisse une étude ori-
ginale sur les poèmes de la fin (yuige, jise no ge) et chez les moines 
en Chine et chez les moines au Japon (1976), qui montre qu’il s’agit 
d’un usage répandu dans les milieux monastiques qui s’est par la 
suite généralisé jusque dans les milieux de cour. Un compte rendu 
du Zen and Japanese Culture de Suzuki Daisetsu montre combien il 
s’intéressait au Japon et savait porter des jugements judicieux et cri-
tiques jusque dans ce domaine.

Johannes Rahder, un savant hollandais rédigeant son travail en 
français, est l’auteur d’articles du Hōbōgirin (bonno, bodai) et d’une 
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étude sur la carrière du saint bouddhique d’après le Sutra des dix 
terres (Daśabhūmika-sūtra); bon japonaisant, il a également laisse des 
travaux sur le Gukanshō de Jien.

Noël Péri (1865–1922), ancien missionnaire, professeur de piano 
et de théorie musicale à l’Universite des arts de Tokyo (Geidai), 
membre de l’efeo. Il s’est fait connaître par des travaux de premier 
plan sur le Nō, des personnages du panthéon bouddhique comme 
Hāritī (Kishimojin) et Maitreya, á partir des travaux de Matsumoto 
Bunzaburō, et des travaux d’histoire religieuse, comme celle sur 
Kyōjō du Mii-dera et le Kōzan-ji, dans un article du Journal Asia-
tique de 1920, Un texte persan retrouvé au Kōzan-ji, qui explique 
l’extraordinaire itinéraire d’un texte d’Asie centrale ramené de Chine 
par le pèlerin Kyōjō. Il a également laissé une étude sur la gamme 
japonaise, se fondant sur la musique du Gagaku telle qu’elle était 
pratiquée au Tōdai-ji de Nara. 

Les études sur le bouddhisme japonais ont véritablement com-
mencé avec Gaston Renondeau (1879–1967), général des forces blin-
dées mobiles, avant puis après la deuxième guerre mondiale, lorsqu’il 
était conseiller militaire à l’ambassade de France au Japon. Il a consa-
cré ses loisirs à étudier La doctrine de Nichiren (Kaimokushō, Kanjin 
honzon shō, Shōhō jissō shō, Sōmoku jōbutsu kuketsu, Shukun no mimi 
ni kono hōmon wo ire yodōzai wo manukaruru koto, Hokke shuyō 
shō, 1953), sortant l’étude de ce personnage haut en couleur de l’ha-
giographie ou de l’image fidéiste encore aujourd’hui attachée à lui; 
l’histoire des mouvements de moines guerriers dans le Japon médié-
val, Histoire de moines guerriers du Japon, Bibliothèque de l’Institut 
des Hautes Études Chinoises, 1957.

Demiéville a écrit une postface à cette étude sur la justifica-
tion d’une guerre sainte ou juste du point de vue bouddhique, qui 
intéresse de près l’histoire japonaise. À partir de là, il s’est interessé 
de façon plus large au bouddhisme dans ses liens avec la civilisa-
tion japonaise: La date de l’introduction du bouddhisme au Japon, 
T’oung Pao, 1959; le shugendō du point de vue des pratiques et de 
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l’arrière-plan doctrinal, Le Shugendō, histoire, doctrines et rites des 
anachoretes dits Yamabushi, Cahiers de la Société Asiatique, 1965; 
une présentation du bouddhisme japonais médiéval par des tradu-
tions de textes, Hōnen, Shinran, Nichiren et Dōgen: Le bouddhisme 
japonais, textes fondamentaux de quatre grands moines de Kamakura 
(Ichimai shigonm Tannishō, Risshō ankokuron, Shōbōgenzō zuimonki), 
une présentation générale de l’histoire du bouddhisme japonais, Le 
bouddhisme japonais (revu par Bernard Frank) 1970; une Anthologie 
de la poésie japonaise classique, qui inclut des pièces bouddhiques; 
enfin, un choix de pièces de Nō ainsi qu’une étude sur l’influence des 
doctrines du bouddhisme sur les pièces de Nō: Le bouddhisme dans 
les Nō, 1965.

Bernard Frank (1927–1996) s’est en particulier intéressé aux fon-
dements théoriques de la présence réelle des personnages dans les 
icônes et images, ainsi qu’aux divers niveaux d’expressions et de 
manifestations de ces personnages, à travers les idées de honji suijaku 
et de double vérité, si intrigante pour les non-japonais:

Selon celle-ci [cette conception de la Double Vérité], les êtres étaient, 
à la fois, relativement existants du point de vue des liens karmiques 
qui les unissaient, et non existants car, en fin de compte, Vacuité 
pure. Il n’en allait pas différemment des buddha et autres vénérés, 
quels qu’ils fussent, auxquels la pensée du fidèle donnait ce qu’on 
peut appeler une “consistance relationnelle” capable d’action jusque 
dans le monde physique, alors qu’ils n’étaient dans la “Réalité vraie”, 
comme le fidèle lui-même, que Vacuité.

Dans sa méthode, il veut se mettre à la place de l’autre, de l’objet 
étudié —c’est une méthode empathique et quasi-phénoménologique 
qui consiste à croire provisoirement réellement que les esprits exis-
tent et agissent, qu’ils résident réellement dans les icônes —et sur 
cette base qui veut trouver un système d’explication scientifique sat-
isfaisant.
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Études actuelles

Pour en venir à la génération actuelle, mentionnons plusieurs noms 
de spécialistes. Hartmut Rotermund, directeur d’études a l’ephe, 
section des sciences religieuses, ainsi que du Centre de recherche 
sur les traditions et religions populaires du Japon. Il a fait des tra-
vaux sur le milieu socio-religieux des Yamabushi et du fondateur du 
shugendō, En no Gyōja, sur le syncrétisme shintō-bouddhique du 
Moyen-âge (shinbutsu shugō) et a traduit dans cette optique le recueil 
d’anecdotes de Muju, le Shasekishū, véritable miroir des croyances de 
l’époque. Il a traduit un journal de pèlerin du shugendō de l’époque 
d’Edo. Il s’est intéressé à la magie verbale, aux théories du kotodama 
et de l’équivalence entre waka et dhāraṇī. Son travail, centré sur les 
traditions populaires, s’attache, dans plusieurs ouvrages et articles, 
à dégager les catégories de la pensée religieuse japonaise ancienne 
jusqu’à l’époque moderne (“Croyances du Japon ancien”; La Sieste 
sous l’aile du cormoran et autres poèmes magiques, etc.). Un ouvrage 
collectif, Religions, croyances et traditions populaires du Japon (2000) 
fait une mise au point à la fois ouverte et synthétique, fondée sur 
des textes couvrant l’époque ancienne, de ces catégories et représen-
tations religieuses (l’énergie de la parole, la cristallisation des esprits 
vitaux, le rapport homme-nature, l’au-delà, etc.), à l’aide de contri-
butions d’auteurs dont certains sont mentionnés ci-après. 

Jean-Nöel Robert, Directeur d’études à l’ephe, section des 
sciences religieuses, est spécialiste des doctrines du Tendai. Il a écrit 
Les doctrines de l’école japonaise Tendai au début du ixe siecle, Gishin 
et le Hokkeshū gi shū (1990). Il a traduit le Sutra du Lotus dans la ver-
sion de Kumārajīva. Il semble travailler actuellement sur les discus-
sions doctrinales (rongi) au sein du Tendai japonais et a fait paraître 
une traduction des poèmes religieux (dōka) du moine Jien. Son tra-
vail a porté principalement sur l’étude des doctrines bouddhiques du 
Japon ancien, sous leur aspect scolastique. 

Les études sur l’amidisme, qui est l’une des formes les plus spé-
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cifiques qu’ont prises les croyances religieuses au Japon, sont illus-
trées par une série de travaux. Ōtani Chōjun, moine du Hongan-ji, 
a présenté des textes de Shinran, dans ses Pages de Shinran (Shin-
ran shōnin-shū, 1969: Shōshin nenbutsu-ge; Shōzō mappō wasan), et 
a abordé le problème de la foi et de la pratique chez Rennyo à tra-
vers ses lettres, Ofumi (1991). Le point de vue de l’auteur, lui-même 
moine du Shinshū, est pour ainsi dire celui d’une lecture intimiste 
des écrits de ces religieux.

Le P. Léo Lee, auteur d’une monographie sur le moine coréen 
Wŏnhyo, s’est attaché à montrer l’influence du nenbutsu de Wŏn-
hyo, pratiqué avec une callebasse-microcosme (hyōtan) et des instru-
ments de percussion, sur celui de la traditon “populaire” de Kūya et 
de Ippen. Ses recherches mettent en parallèle, de façon significative, 
des pratiques qui s’ancrent dans les traditions autochtones avec des 
schémas de pensée et des conceptions religieuses touchant à la cos-
mologie et aux représentations mentales.

Dennis Gira, professeur à l’Institut catholique de Paris, a reçu 
une formation théologique chez les Jésuites au États-Unis et s’est par 
la suite établi en France. Il a rédigé sa thèse, soutenue à Paris, sur Le 
sens de la conversion chez Shinran (1985), dans laquelle il analyse les 
notions de eshin, conversion, de ōchō, saut transversal, c’est-à-dire de 
saut direct et inconditionné dans l’absolu, de seishin, pensée sincère. 
Il a effectué une étude sur la commémoration de Buddha (nenbutsu) 
à l’article de la mort chez Genshin. Actuellement il donne des cours 
d’introduction au bouddhisme et tient un séminaire de théologie et 
de religion comparées du bouddhisme et du christianisme.

Alain Grappard, parti d’un tavail sur le traité de Kūkai, La vérité 
finale des trois enseignements (Sangō shiiki), s’intéresse actuellement 
au syncrétisme shinto-bouddhique ainsi qu’aux écoles du shintō, 
dont celle de Yoshida, et poursuit des travaux sur des formes de 
cultes populaires et leurs élaborations théoriques au Japon.
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Le Zen

La personnalité de Dōgen commence à attirer l’attention, non plus 
seulement comme “maître spirituel” ou comme “philosophe” avant 
la lettre, images qui sont tributaires d’une certaine méconnaissance 
de l’histoire ainsi que de la pensée bouddhique, mais pour elle-
même, à travers plusieurs approches. L’intérêt prépondérant semble 
être celui pour la pensée même de Dōgen.

Hoang Thi Bich est l’auteur d’une étude et traduction du Gakudō 
yōshinshū, 1973, qui est un travail philologique de présentation géné-
rale de Dōgen, de ses sources littéraires et de ses conceptions, sans 
prétendre l’insérer dans un cadre historique ou philosophique. 

Bernard Faure, initialement formé au Japon par Yanagida Sei-
zan, est l’auteur de travaux sur le bouddhisme Zen japonais (Dōgen, 
la Darumashū) et surtout sur le Chan chinois ainsi que d’études 
générales sur le bouddhisme ou sur des thèmes particuliers où il est 
fait référence au Japon (la toge monastique, la mort, les reliques, la 
sexualité, etc.). Son premier travail, qui porte sur Dōgen (1986), pré-
sente plusieurs sermons du Shōbōgenzō, et est précédé d’une intro-
duction plantant les positions de Dōgen. 

Ses traductions se fondent sur équivalences fidèles et réfléchies 
et donnent des textes de Dōgen, même les plus arides, une lecture 
intelligible pour le lecteur français. Melle Yoko Orimo, auteur d’une 
thèse sur Dōgen, a réalisé une traduction d’un sermon de Dōgen sur 
la galette de riz en tableau, Gabyō. Pierre Nakimovitch a réalisé une 
étude très détaillée et érudite sur le sermon, “Nature de Buddha” 
(Busshō) de Dōgen (1998). Il propose de ce texte une lecture qu’on 
pourrait qualifier de “phénoménologiques”, qui suppose en arrière-
fond une compréhension intime et plénière de la pensée de l’auteur 
abordé. Le résultat en est une lecture agréable, aidée par un langage 
élégant et intelligible, qui peut parfois néanmoins dérouter le lecteur 
non philosophe. 

Plusieurs opuscules de Dōgen ont été traduits en français: men-
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tionnons par exemple les Instructions au cuisinier zen de Jeanine 
Coursin (1994), qui mettent en avant l’importance du travail quoti-
dien et de la vie ordinaire dans les écoles Zen.

Mme Michiko Ishigami-Iagolnitzer adopte les perspectives de la 
philosophie comparée, qu’elle applique par exemple à Montaigne et 
Yoshida Kenkō. Elle a réalisé une étude détaillée sur Ryōkan moine 
Zen, en prenant pour point de départ sa poésie chinoise et japo-
naise, interprétée du point de vue des doctrines bouddhiques. M. 
Alain-Louis Colas a consacré une étude, agrémentée de traductions 
élégantes et raffinées, des poèmes de religieux appartenant au cou-
rant Zen des cinq Montagnes. Très soucieuses de style, ces traduc-
tions initient à la rhétorique des moines-lettrés qui font usage de 
métaphores poétiques et religieuses pour exprimer le contenu de 
leur expérience religieuse. Pierre Marsonne, historien spécialiste du 
taoisme chinois, est l’auteur d’une traduction annotée du traité sur le 
Zen de Eisai/Yōsai, le Kōzen gokokuron, 2003. 

Je ne mentionne pas ici les nombreux ouvrages qui touchent de 
près ou de loin au Zen japonais, dont le caractère, soit confessionnel 
soit non-scientifique, débordent notre cadre.

Pensée autochtone

François Macé, professeur à l’inalco, donne des cours 
et anime des séminaires sur la pensée japonaise qui portent sur ses 
domaines de spécialité, le shintō ancien et moderne ainsi que le cou-
rant des études nationales (kokugaku) à l’époque d’Edo, ou sur des 
thèmes plus spécifiques. D’un point de vue historique, il s’attache à 
l’étude de cas concrets où il a été fait appel aux éléments de croyance 
autochtones, comme les funérailles impériales dans l’antiquité, celles 
de Tokugawa Ieyasu, l’analyse de séquences mythiques du Kojiki, 
l’exégèse du Nihonshoki, ou la constitution d’un shintō d’État à 
l’époque Meiji-Taishō. Ses travaux posent le problème même de la 
signification de ce qu’est le shintō, courant perçu un peu rapidement 
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comme étant représentatif de conceptions “primitives” et purement 
locales qui remonteraient jusqu’aux origines du Japon. 

Alain Rocher a abordé l’étude de la mythologie japonaise sous 
un angle structuraliste et poursuit des travaux qui touchent aux sys-
tèmes de représentations dans le Japon ancien. Il a entrepris avec 
François Macé une traduction commentée du Kojiki.

Josef Kiburz, attaché de recherches au cnrs, se penche sur les 
représentations religieuses du Japon ancien et moderne, en faisant 
appel à l’occasion à ses connaissances sur les croyances religieuses 
coréennes. Il se penche actuellement, à l’aide de la méthodologie 
mise en œuvre dans les sciences cognitives, sur les représentations 
du corps. 

Simone Mauclaire, ethnolinguiste de formation, a entrepris une 
approche de la question de l’ “être”, dans un de ses travaux, par une 
une analyse des concepts du “réel” et du “phénoménal” (“L’être, l’il-
lusion et le pouvoir”). À partir de notions telles que tama, mono, 
mi, de manifestation et présence divines, ou les expression de la 
sacralité, et à travers des enquêtes dans les textes comme sur le ter-
rain rituel, elle tâche de montrer comment les Japonais ont pu avoir 
une appréhension de ce que nous appelons l’ “être”. L’entreprise, 
audacieuse en elle-même, n’est pas sans concerner l’historien de la 
philosophie, puisqu’elle déborde le cadre strict des enquêtes portant 
sur le seul domaine de l’histoire contemporaine où le concept d’être 
a été importé de l’extérieur, et tente d’en cerner les contours sans 
limitation a priori langagière. De telles recherches, qui proposent 
une perspective diachronique, pourraient être doublées d’enquêtes 
philologiques et historiques qui mettraient en valeur les filiations 
d’idées.

Jean-Pierre Berthon a adopté les nouvelles religions comme 
champ d’étude des religions japonaises et des mouvements utopistes. 
Il est notamment l’auteur d’un ouvrage sur la secte Tenri, du point 
de vue de l’anthropologie religieuse.
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Littérature

Dans le domaine de la littérature, Jacqueline Pigeot, 
auteur de Michiyukibun (1982) s’est attachée notamment à l’étude de 
la poésie bouddhique sur le thème du voyage et de l’impermanence, 
ainsi qu’à la poétique japonaise, sous un angle littéraire et formel 
qui épouse au plus près, dans ses analyses, les formes prises par l’ex-
pression poétique, tout en tenant largement compte de la critique 
littéraire occidentale. Elle s’est également penchée, seule ou en col-
laboration avec le littérateur Maurice Pinguet, sur le phénomène si 
frappant et particulier au Japon de la “mort volontaire”.

François Lachaud poursuit des travaux qui couvrent à la fois la 
littérature et le bouddhisme, deux domaines qui se chevauchent assez 
fréquemment dans l’histoire japonaise. Il a entrepris des recherches 
sur le macabre et le morbide, en examinant par exemple le cas de 
la “méditation sur l’horrible”, à travers la littérature ancienne et 
moderne, jusqu’à notamment Kōda Rohan. Hubert Durt, qui est à 
l’origine un spécialiste de la vie communautaire et du bouddhisme 
sous l’empereur Aśoka, étudie des paradigmes bouddhiques qui par-
courent l’histoire japonaise. Il a examiné de ce point de vue la vie 
de Shōtoku Taishi comme un calque de celle d’Aśoka, et le thème 
du “complexe d’Ajase” au Japon; il a aussi laissé des travaux sur les 
études indiennes à l’époque de Nara.

Anne Bayard Sakai est l’auteur d’une étude sur le rakugo, qu’elle 
envisage sous l’angle de l’art du discours et de la représentation théâ-
trale, des formes langagières qu’il utilise, et qui sont révélatrices de 
l’univers mental de l’ensemble que forme l’auteur, le conteur, et l’au-
diteur, ensemble devenu entièrement profane dans le rakugo mais 
qui a ses origines dans l’art de conter propre aux prédicateurs reli-
gieux depuis le xiie siècle. Ses recherches, qui accordent une grande 
place à la critique littéraire occidentale prennent de façon privilégiée 
pour matériaux des textes de la littérature moderne et pré-moderne 
qui, à certains égards, sont parfois plus révélateurs de schèmes men-
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taux que des ouvrages de pure tradition philosophique ou intellec-
tuelle.

École suisse

Une école genevoise a été inaugurée par Nitobe Inazō dans 
les années 1880, penseur qui a cherché à donner des fondements doc-
trinaux au bushidō dans le bouddhisme Zen et à l’éthique confucia-
niste du devoir (giri) et des sentiments (ninjō). 

Robert Heinemann, professeur honoraire à l’Université de 
Genève, a entrepris des études sur l’ésoterisme Tendai (taimitsu), sur 
les mandala japonais ainsi que sur les dhāraṇī. Il s’est intéressé à la 
philosophie et la théorie du langage chez Dōgen, en rapport avec la 
structure métaphysique du monde et de l’être qu’il entrevoit chez ce 
penseur, dans le prolongement d’une étude sur le concept de “voie” 
dans le bouddhisme du Grand Véhicule. Il est également l’instiga-
teur de présentations originales de l’histoire de la pensée bouddhique 
au Japon, dont il n’a fait bénéficier le public que d’une petite partie.

Jérôme Ducor, qui est lui-même moine du Shinshū, est un spé-
cialiste de l’histoire de cette école au Japon. Il a donné une nouvelle 
traduction annotée du Tannishō attribué à Shinran, les Notes déplo-
rant les divergences (1983); il a étudié la vie et l’œuvre de Zonkaku, 
religieux bouddhiste japonais du xive siècle, avec la traduction de 
ses mémoires, Ichigoki (1993). Il est actuellement conservateur de 
la section japonaise du Musée ethnographique de Genève et donne 
des cours d’initiation au bouddhisme japonais à l’Université de Lau-
sanne.

Michel Mohr est l’auteur d’une étude sur Traité sur l’inépuisable 
lampe du Zen d’un disciple de Hakuin, qui a organisé la tradition 
préexistante du kōan en un système à cinq degrés, Tōrei (1721–1792), 
étude publiée en 1997 en Belgique. Ce travail, riche en informations 
sur l’époque, met en évidence comment la pratique du kōan s’organi-
sait et s’organise encore —concernant le kōan, la tradition japonaise 
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puise principalement chez Hakuin— autour d’un système de pensée 
à la fois théorique et pratique, et montre comment les conceptions 
bouddhiques se trouvaient fréquemment imbriquées avec des élé-
ments de croyances locales. L’auteur a travaillé sur le bouddhisme 
Zen de l’époque d’Edo et sur l’histoire du bouddhisme contempo-
rain au Zengaku Kenkyūjo, de l’Université Hanazono, sous la direc-
tion de Yanagida Seizan.

Urs App, spécialiste du Chan chinois, a effectué des travaux 
japonologiques sur le remarquable encyclopédiste Rinzai de l’époque 
d’Edo, Mujaku Dōchū, ainsi que sur Saint François Xavier au Japon. 
au même Zengaku Kenkyūjo.

Esthétique

Les études sur l’esthétique ont été abordées sous plusieurs 
angles. Vera Linhartova, conservatrice au Musée Guimet, s’inté-
resse à l’étude des principes esthétiques, et c’est de ce point de vue 
qu’elle se penche sur certains textes de Dōgen, sur le courant artis-
tique provenant de la secte Ōbaku à l’époque d’Edo. Elle est l’au-
teur d’un recueil de textes théoriques japonais touchant la peinture 
et les domaines connexes, Sur un fond blanc (1996). Tamba Akira, 
lui-même compositeur et élève d’Olivier Maessian, après s’être inté-
ressé à la structure musicale du Nō, a fait une étude sur “La théo-
rie et l’esthétique musicale japonaise du viiie au xixe siècles” (1988), 
ouvrage très riche et dense qui aborde es divers genres musicaux, 
leurs fondements théoriques à travers les systèmes tonals, les échelles 
musicales, le rythme et le temps, en esquissant des comparaisons 
avec la musique grecque, chinoise et européenne. C’est donc sur des 
bases très techniques qu’il aborde la question du jugement esthétique 
en matière musicale les principes de l’esthétique du jo-ha-kyū, eux-
mêmes comparés avec d’autres arts japonais.

Dans une étude de grande sensibilité sur “Les sources spirituelles 
de la peinture de Sesshū” (1998), Tsukui Hiromi envisage l’art pictu-
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ral de la figure de Sesshū, du point de vue de ses formes d’expression, 
de sa distanciation progressive en regard de la peinture chinoise. De 
manière à dégager les éléments théoriques qui sont implicitement 
engagés dans son œuvre, elle a entrepris des recherches, conscientes 
ou non, sur les sources de l’artiste dans la cosmologie chinoise issue 
du confucianisme des Song ainsi que dans le bouddhisme Zen.

Michel Vieillard-Baron a présenté une traduction annotée et 
introduite du fameux traité sur l’art des jardins, le Sakuteiki, qui 
innove heureusement dans un domaine où l’on voulait longtemps se 
passer de la connaissance de la langue.

Époque d’edo

Madame Annick Horiuchi-Baba, chercheuse qui a une 
double formation de mathématicienne et de japonologue, aborde 
des champs d’études sur l’histoire intellectuelle de l’époque d’Edo, 
qui se signale par une singulière difficulté d’approche, linguistique-
ment et du point de vue des problématiques, souvent esquivées ou 
simplifiées. Les recherches qu’elle a entreprises sur les mathématiques 
japonaises laissent entrevoir des perspectives touchant l’épistémolo-
gie des sciences, l’organisation des savoirs, le statut du savant lettré et 
la conscience qu’il en a, la structure de l’utopie, la vision de l’histoire, 
la réflexion économique et sociale, l’intégration et l’utilisation des 
connaissances importées de l’étranger, que cela soit directement ou 
indirectement.

Parmi les sujets abordés, émerge la figure de Honda Toshiaki. Ce 
personnage développe sa réflexion à un moment où, avec la crise de 
la fin du xviiie siècle, le confucianisme acquiert le statut d’idéologie 
sous la férule de l’État, avec les Hayashi. Une page est sans doute 
largement tournée en regard de l’époque où les premiers Tokugawa 
voulaient fonder une idéologie sur une conception bouddhique de la 
Terre pure, qui était la contrepartie rétributive d’une activité sociale 
bien accomplie dans chacun des métiers parmi la population, et où 
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les idées confucianistes relatives aux devoirs sociaux jouaient, semble-
t-il, un rôle d’adjuvant pour consolider le ciment social. Une pensée 
de plus en plus libérée se développe de façon multiforme, dont celle 
du génie multiforme Hiraga Gennani est un cas notable, qui a fait 
l’objet des études de Hubert Maës. C’est dans le cadre d’une remise 
en question de l’ordre, radicale mais idéelle, que prennent place les 
développements de Honda Toshiaki.

Son attitude intellectuelle s’étend à plusieurs domaines: scienti-
fique, hollandiste, confucianiste, économiste? Là où l’on aurait pu 
réduire son œuvre à celle d’un confucianiste ou d’un éclectique, A. 
H. cherche à en saisir la démarche première en prenant le confucia-
nisme comme un point de référence, utilisé librement et avec recul. 
C’est la construction d’une forme d’utopie qui a en particulier retenu 
son attention. Elle s’interroge sur la nature de cette utopie qui n’est 
pas la simple description d’un monde idéal, ni non plus la simple 
satire ou la critique négatrice de la société dans laquelle vivait son 
auteur. Toshiaki procède à une description décalée en se référant aux 
deux pans de référence que sont l’Occident européen et l’ensemble 
formé par la Chine et le Japon, pris comme un tout. Il semble vou-
loir transposer un modèle sur fond de critique sociale. Il élabore une 
utopie d’un type particulier dont elle s’attache à démonter les res-
sorts, travail qui revient à mettre en lumière les rouages d’une pensée 
envisagée dans sa totalité.

Une question que l’on voit surgir, à travers l’analyse de l’utopie 
de Toshiaki, est de savoir comment dans ce type de construction s’or-
ganisent l’espace et le temps et les structures idéologiques. Les uto-
pies sont-elles de pures projections d’un idéal inspiré de l’étranger, 
la réactualisation d’un passé idéal et, dans ce dernier cas, prend-on 
pour modèle le Japon ou, par comparaison indirecte ou comme 
contre-modèle, la Chine? N’a-t-on affaire qu’à de pures projections 
imaginatives? Le temps est-il conçu comme linéaire, réitère-t-il des 
cycles, prévoit-il des plages de renouvellement? L’idéal projeté dans 
le passé implique-t-il, en dernière analyse, qu’on entende remettre 
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le pouvoir entre les mains de la personne impériale, ou le confier à 
la lignée familiale la plus vertueuse, à la population ou à une intelli-
gentsia? Quelles ont été leur influence réelle comme dans le cas des 
utopies maitreyennes, qui se veulent l’actualisation d’un monde idéal 
et peuvent inspirer des mouvements de rebellion contre le temps et 
l’ordre dynastique ou envisager un avènement graduel d’un monde 
meilleur. Les utopies profanes offrent-elles un alternative de même 
type? Ont-elles des liens avec l’utilisation qui est faite du rêve et des 
visions depuis la fin de l’antiquité pour exprimer un idéal irréel, non 
avéré dans les faits (une lignée généalogique, par exemple) mais sou-
haité? L’époque a vu se déployer une panoplie d’utopies dont une 
typologie pourrait être entreprise.

Honda Toshiaki participe d’une réflexion sur la gestion politique 
et économique de la société, en affectionnant les données chiffrées et 
les statistiques, plus que la recherche de lois générales. La connais-
sance des règles le conduit à envisager des réformes institutionnelles 
aux plans politique et éducatif, en canalisant les énergies ou en orien-
tant les souhaits de la population, grâce au développement du com-
merce, notamment extérieur, dans le but de lutter contre les maux 
de la société. L’analyse de la réalité rejoint l’utopie comme l’arithmé-
tique et le nature spontané ramenés à une antiquité idéale.

Depuis plusieurs années, Mme Horiuchi anime à l’Université 
Paris 7 un séminaire de recherche sur des figures de penseurs de la 
même époque, parmi lesquelles Kaiho Seiryō et Ogyū Sorai. À tra-
vers des écrits théoriques, ce sont leurs conceptions de la société, de 
l’économie, les mesures politiques qu’ils préconisent qui sont exa-
minées, tout en se référant aux fondements de leur pensée et de leur 
idéologie qui provient pour une grande part du confucianisme. Dans 
ce séminaire, entrepris conjointement avec l’École française d’Ex-
trême-Orient, la réflexion historique et économique de Guillaume 
Carré et les travaux de Jean-François Soum viennent alimenter la 
réflexion. Ce dernier est, en particulier, l’auteur d’une importante 
étude sur le confucianiste de l’école de Wang Yangming, Kumazawa 
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Banzan, dont il a abordé l’œuvre et la pensée de façon critique. Cette 
étude envisage Banzan non seulement en tant que peuseur confia-
niste, qui est proche par certains côtés de son maître, Nakae Tōju, 
chez qui on observe une forte propension aux choses de la religion et 
à l’intuitionnisme accordé au sens moral, mais aussi en tant que pen-
seur et réformateur politique et économique, ce qu’illustre l’œuvre 
concrète qu’il a réalisée “sur le terrain” dans le fief de Okayama. Un 
travail collectif d’intérêt général est paru sous sa codirection, en col-
laboration avec Mme Mieko Macé et moi-même, intitulé “Repenser 
l’ordre, repenser l’héritage, paysage intellectuel sous les Tokugawa” 
(2002).

M. Jacques Joly a entrepris des recherches sur la pensée de Andō 
Shōeki, personnage à la fois atypique et ancré, plus qu’il n’y paraît, 
dans la tradition, qui a proposé une vision de la société réformiste en 
proposant une amélioration de l’état de la population et de l’écono-
mie dans les provinces japonaises. Tout comme Banzan, il a fondé ses 
idées sur une observation des faits sur le terrain, mais contrairement 
à lui il n’a disposé d’aucun pouvoir d’action. C’est pourquoi ses idées 
sont restées sans suite à son époque, mais ont joué un rôle d’utopie, 
liée notamment aux courants sociaux et marxistes au cours du xxe 
siècle, non sans quelques déformations de sa pensée.

Olivier Ansart a entrepris l’étude de plusieurs penseurs de 
l’époque des Tokugawa, parmi lesquels Ogyū Sorai (1666–1728), sur 
lequel il a écrit un essai touchant sa pensée politique, L’Empire du rite 
(1998).

Des travaux comparatistes, dus à des occidentalisants, apportent 
des données à l’histoire intellectuelle du Japon. Un spécialiste de 
Diderot et de son siècle, Nakagawa Hisayasu, s’est notamment pen-
ché sur des questions terminologiques, à partir des traductions, en 
japonais et en chinois (kanbun), du Contrat social de Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau par Nakae Chōmin. Il s’est attaché à montrer comment 
et pourquoi des erreurs, des biaisements et des glissements séman-
tiques, se sont glissées sous la plume de Chōmin, de façon volontaire 
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et presque inéluctable, afin d’adapter sa terminologie à l’auditoire 
japonais de la fin du xixe siècle, auditoire qui n’était prêt à recevoir 
les idées occidentales que de façon sélective. Dans ses travaux sur les 
missions chrétiennes au Japon aux xvie et xviie siècle, ainsi que sur 
des ouvrages chrétiens japonais de la même époque, Jacques Proust 
a mis en évidence, avec érudition et à propos, les sources d’inspi-
ration européenne auxquelles puisaient les missionnaires dans leurs 
ouvrages, dans leurs discriptions du Japon et dans les idées qu’ils 
ont apportées. Ces travaux, chacun dans leur genre, fournissent des 
informations précises et des suggestions stimulantes et enrichissantes 
pour le japonologue.

Concernant l’époque contemporaine, les travaux proprement 
dits sont assez peu nombreux, à l’exception de recueils de textes en 
traduction, de recueils d’articles dont certains concernent l’histoire 
de la pensée, ou d’articles de dictionnaires. Actuellement, Mme 
Marion Saucier notamment entreprend des travaux sur la pen-
sée japonaise, telle qu’elle s’est constituée à l’époque Meiji, dans 
les figures de Fukuzawa Yukichi ou Kawakami Hajime. Le corpus 
des traductions est peu fourni lui aussi. Mentionnons Le problème 
de la contingence (1966) et Structure d’Iki de Kuki Shūzō; ce dernier 
ouvrage a fait l’objet d’une étude de Melle Jacqueline Pigeot. La psy-
chanalyse japonaise intéresse certains milieux analytiques en France, 
notamment grâce au Jeu de l’indulgence de Doi Takeo (1988), ou à 
travers les travaux de Kawai Hayao, qui s’intéresse à la composante 
maternelle et féminine qu’il croît ancrée dans la psychè japonaise 
depuis l’antiquité.

Recherches personnelles actuelles

Mes recherches sont axées sur les courants de pensée religieuse, en 
portant une attention particulière sur la japonisation d’éléments 
venus de l’extérieur, en premier lieu le bouddhisme et plus pré-
cisément le bouddhisme de l’époque de Kamakura (1185–1232). Ce 
début du Moyen âge se distingue par une acclimatation accrue de ces 
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courants venus du continent, à travers un certain nombre de figures 
de proue, comme Dōgen (1200–1253), Hōnen (1133–1212), Shinran 
(1173–1269), ou Myōe (1173– 1232), personnages qui sont porteurs de 
préoccupations souvent communes mais qui les expriment dans des 
langages et des contextes différents. À cheval entre le xvie et le xviie 
siècle, de la fin du Moyen âge aux tout débuts de l’époque moderne, 
le milieu monastique produit des courants de pensée dont certains 
témoignent d’une réaction virulente contre les influences étrangères, 
alors que d’autres semblent résulter d’une lente évolution interne qui 
a fait s’associer ensemble des doctrines à nos yeux aussi disparates 
que le confucianisme, le shintō, le zen et le Nenbutsu.

Mes travaux sont actuellement centrés sur la figure de Dōgen, 
personnage qui a vécu cinq années en Chine au contact du boudd-
hisme zen et de ses différentes écoles qui attiraient alors l’attention 
des Japonais en raison de leur nouveauté. Les sources d’inspiration 
sont en conséquence à rechercher aussi bien en Chine qu’au Japon. 
Par-delà l’image bien établie de fondateur de la secte zen Sōtō au 
Japon, je tente par ces recherches de mettre en lumière ce que Dōgen 
a réellement été à son époque, ainsi que le projet qu’il a voulu mettre 
en œuvre. Dans une perspective plus large, il s’agit de circonscrire les 
contours qu’ont pris ces nouvelles écoles du zen au cours du Moyen 
Âge.

Dans un article de synthèse, j’ai fait le point sur les problé-
matiques que posent plusieurs aspects de la pensée bouddhique à 
l’époque de Kamakura, y intégrant aussi bien les résultats de ses tra-
vaux propres que ceux d’autres historiens et spécialistes du boudd-
hisme. Le but était de dégager les perspectives qui s’offrent à la 
recherche dans ce domaine et qui ont sensiblement évolué depuis 
plus d’une décennie, grâce à un décloisonnement des spécialités. 
Plusieurs thèmes majeurs sont abordés touchant tant à la doctrine 
qu’à l’exégèse: l’universalité du salut, chez les hommes et les femmes, 
les clercs et les laïcs, ainsi que chez les “hommes de mal”, les règles 
disciplinaires, la nécessité ou non de la pratique et le rôle de la foi 
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dans l’économie du salut. Il apparaît que les doctrines les plus nova-
trices ne sont pas toujours à porter au crédit de mouvements qui ont 
fait figure de réformateurs, mais, après examen historique, à attri-
buer à des personnalités d’horizons divers qui ont influé les uns sur 
les autres.

J’ai engagé des recherches sur cette époque à cheval sur le xvie 
et le xviie siècle que l’on a pu appelé le “siècle chrétien”, depuis l’in-
troduction du christianisme jusqu’après son expulsion aux débuts de 
l’époque moderne. À en juger par les réactions que cette foi étran-
gère a suscitées surtout parmi des prédicateurs bouddhistes issus des 
écoles zen et amidistes, on sait d’ores et déjà qu’à la différence de ce 
qui s’était passé en Chine, son interdiction répondait à des motifs 
politiques bien plus que religieux. 

La pensée de l’époque suivante, celle d’Edo (1600–1868), est exa-
minée à la lumière des interférences et des distanciations qui se sont 
produites entre le bouddhisme et le confucianisme, telles qu’elles 
apparaissent dans des traités comme ceux du moine Rinzai Takuan 
ou du confucianiste Hayashi Razan.

Je constitue par ailleurs un glosaire de termes philosophiques 
japonais, en partant des traductions proposées par les philosophes 
japonais eux-mêmes, de façon disséminée, dans le corps du texte de 
leurs ouvrages, en le complétant par les indications données dans 
les dictionnaires et glossaires existant depuis l’époque Meiji. Pour 
ce faire, il est envisageable d’utiliser les données que j’ai accumu-
lées dans un recueil de termes techniques du bouddhisme (entrées 
en japonais, équivalents sanskrits, sens chinois, équivalents français), 
d’une façon non systématique mais en tâchant de relever les signifi-
cations particulières de cette terminologie.

On peut envisager de constituer un corpus de traductions sur la 
pensée classique au Japon, sur le modèle de celui, très restreint, fait 
dans l’Encyclopédie philosophique universelle, aux Presses universi-
taires de France (puf), dans le Dicours philosophique. 
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En guise de conclusion

Les études sur l’histoire de la pensée ancienne et moderne 
(époque des Tokugawa) au Japon semblent, de prime abord, consti-
tuer un domaine de recherche que l’on a le plus grand mal à relier à 
celles sur le Japon contemporain (depuis l’époque Meiji). Conscients 
de ce faits, des chercheurs se sont attachés à montrer la continuité 
qui existe de fait entre les époques, tels Emmanuel Lozerand et 
François Macé, qui animent un séminaire abordant ces questions à 
l’inalco, en mettant l’accent sur les continuités. L’étude de Nino-
miya Masayuki sur le penseur Kobayashi Hideo, classé comme 
essayiste— mais le genre de l’essai n’est-il pas une forme privilégiée 
de la pensée japonaise?—, met l’accent sur ce qui relie l’esthétique et 
les conceptions modernes au passé, notamment aux arts et aux théo-
ries de Motoori Norinaga. Cette rupture apparente tient sans doute 
déjà plus à nos propres conceptions a priori, à des découpages ins-
taurés dans les manuels et au sein des établissements d’enseignement 
et de recherche, qu’à la réalité historique des faits envisagés. Elle est 
aussi le fait d’un apport massif et soudain de textes et d’idées en pro-
venance de l’Occident, à partir du milieu du xixe siècle, qui vient 
renforcer cette impression de discontinuité. Une tendance, pares-
seuse, de voir les choses fait tracer une ligne de démarcation entre 
des “modes de pensée traditionnels” et une “modernité”, au sein de 
laquelle aurait émergée (enfin) par exemple une philosophie digne 
de ce nom. Ce n’est pas parce qu’un penseur moderne fait appel à un 
langage philosophique, aussi élaboré soit-il, qu’il est philosophe, et 
que tout penseur du passé ne mériterait pas ce qualificatif. Par delà 
la disparité des contextes, c’est le problème de l’attitude mentale des 
penseurs japonais qui est posée.

Si je devais faire un bilan et une estimation des études sur la 
pensée japonaise, force sera de dire que, dans de nombreux cas, les 
recherches et les enquêtes sont seulement indirectes et biaisées – il 
s’agit de recoupements avec d’autres domaines, comme la littéra-
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ture, l’histoire des religions –, et très peu abordent les questions de 
façon frontale, en mettant en œuvre des moyens intellectuels, méth-
odologiques ou matériels satisfaisants. Ce constat n’est pas une cri-
tiques des auteurs, qui travaillent au contact d’une matière revêche 
ou d’un milieu éditorial exigeant. On peut dire que le meilleur de 
ces études est à attendre, qui se fonde sur des enquêtes historiques 
permettant de mettre en relief la signification des idées et des con-
cepts utilisés par les penseurs japonais: c’est ainsi qu’un travail appro-
fondi sur un milieu donné permet seul de savoir quelle est le sens et 
la portée exacte de termes et d’idées utilisés à son époque, si l’on a 
affaire à une pensée réelle, c’est-à-dire à des conceptions réellement 
envisagées dans leurs implications par un auteur, à de l’idéologie 
(simple couverture notionnelle permettant de justifier l’état des cho-
ses ou de la société), ou à une simple rhétorique verbale. L’utilisa-
tion de la rhétorique est une constante chez des personnages formés 
dans les études confucianistes et bouddhiques. Kūkai en est une 
illustration. De ce point de vue, l’étude de Atsuko Ceugniet sur le 
Daigakuryō, la formation des lettrés et les dissertations des étudiants, 
apporte de nombreux éléments pour dégager ce qui est pure forme 
littéraire, langage convenu, métaphores et pensée authentique. C’est 
en fait notre manque de connaissance de l’histoire et des contextes 
historiques ainsi que des textes et des conditions de leur élaboration 
qui induisent des erreurs de jugements concernant les conceptions 
d’un personnage ou d’un ouvrage donnés. Dans ce sens, le corpus de 
ces textes ne demande qu’à être élargi de façon raisonnée et systéma-
tique, mais en bonne méthode, c’est-à-dire au moins fondée sur une 
critique historique.
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L’étude de la philosophie japonaise 
contemporaine en francophonie

Bernard Stevens

L’étude de la philosophie japonaise contemporaine 
—c’est-à-dire la philosophie de type occidental, éla-

borée dans la voie ouverte par Nishi Amane et Tsuda Mamichi— a 
été quasiment inexistante dans les pays de langue française jusque 
dans les années 1990. Pourtant, il y avait eu, avant cela, des indices 
signalant l’existence d’une pensée nippone originale. Quelques 
publications éparses auraient dû suffire à attirer le regard des philo-
sophes français, si l’envie d’ouvrir les yeux leur était venue. 

Il y a tout d’abord les tentatives périodiques de philosophes 
japonais faisant l’effort de proposer en français quelques réflexions 
propres. Songeons à Kuki Shūzō qui, dès 1928, prononce à Pontigny 
deux conférences sous l’intitulé: “Propos sur le temps”. Songeons 
aussi à Mori Arimasa qui écrit trente ans plus tard: “Cheminement et 
direction de la pensée au Japon dans sa nouvelle génération d’après-
guerre”. Rien de tout cela ne touchera véritablement le public phi-
losophique. En outre, très symptomatiquement, les deux textes sont 
aujourd’hui introuvables.

L’année 1974 voit la parution à Bruxelles d’un volume théma-
tique de la Revue internationale de philosophie sur “La philosophie 
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japonaise contemporaine”. Il y a là des signatures éminentes: notam-
ment Takeuchi Yoshitomo, Nakamura Hajime, Imamichi Tomo-
nobu et Izutsu Toshihiko. Pratiquement tous les aspects de la phi-
losophie japonaise contemporaine y sont abordés —du marxisme 
aux études comparées des civilisations, en passant par l’interpréta-
tion de Nishida—, manifestant la diversité de cette terra incognita 
du paysage intellectuel du 20ème siècle, ainsi que son irréductibi-
lité à quelque formule simplificatrice. Et pourtant le volume passe 
inaperçu. Certes la plupart des articles sont écrits en anglais. Mais 
le texte d’Imamichi, “L’humanisme, l’expression et l’idée du beau”, 
aurait pu suffire, à lui seul, à faire pressentir la qualité du contexte 
philosophique dont il était issu. 

En 1976 paraît la traduction française de “L’entretien avec un 
Japonais” de Heidegger, dans Acheminement vers la parole. Il y est 
brièvement question de Kuki Shūzo et de la notion d’iki, tandis que 
les noms de Nishida et Tanabe sont également mentionnés. Mais 
le public philosophique notera seulement le regard rétrospectif que 
Heidegger présente ici à propos de son propre parcours. 

En 1985 paraît la “Lettre à un ami japonais” de Jacques Derrida. 
Mais qui se soucie de savoir que l’ami en question se nomme Izutsu 
Toshihiko et qu’il se distingue par des travaux éminents sur les spiri-
tualités zen et islamique, écrits dans un discours consonant à l’onto-
logie heideggerienne? 

Nakamura Yūjirō publie en 1983, dans la revue Critique, un 
article intitulé: “Nishida: le premier philosophe original du Japon”. 
C’est, quant à elle, la première publication en langue française sur 
Nishida. La spécificité du penseur japonais y est clairement mise 
en évidence. Mais là encore, les philosophes l’ignorent. Il faudra 
attendre encore plus de dix ans avant que le nom de Nishida cesse de 
paraître étrange aux oreilles françaises.

L’entrée de la pensée japonaise dans le champ philosophique 
francophone se fera, de manière quasi simultanée, durant les années 
1990, à partir de trois intentions distinctes:
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1.	 l’évocation furtive de la pensée japonaise par des philo-
sophes de renom dans le cadre de leur propre réflexion;

2.	l’effort de la part de chercheurs non philosophes, mais spé-
cialistes du Japon, en vue de faire connaître cette pensée; et

3.	 en provenance de chercheurs formés à la philosophie occi-
dentale la plus académique, la volonté d’examiner attenti-
vement le contenu proprement philosophique des auteurs 
japonais en question, afin d’en intégrer les concepts au sein 
des débats contemporains.

Trois mentions significatives:  
breton, maldiney et varela

Il existe, à ma connaissance, parmi des philosophes repré-
sentatifs de la vie intellectuelle française, trois références à la philoso-
phie japonaise contemporaine: respectivement chez Stanislas Breton, 
Henri Maldiney et Francisco Varela. Et c’est tout à l’honneur de ces 
auteurs d’avoir su faire montre ainsi d’une ouverture interculturelle 
qui contraste avec l’auto-enfermement et l’auto-suffisance du dis-
cours philosophique en Occident en général et en France en parti-
culier. 

Le texte de Breton ne vient pas de son œuvre la plus philoso-
phique (ni la plus théologique), mais peut-être bien de son écrit le 
plus audacieux, et dans le style toujours élégant que nous lui connais-
sons, consonant avec l’amabilité du personnage. Il s’agit d’un cha-
pitre entier sur “L’école de Kyoto” dans L’autre et l’ailleurs (1995), ce 
beau livre où, à l’occasion d’une série de voyages dans ces “ailleurs” 
que sont l’Amérique latine, l’Australie et l’Asie, Breton se laisse inter-
peller par “l’autre”, questionne la prétention universaliste de la pen-
sée occidentale et souligne le caractère culturellement situé de toute 
philosophie, notamment de l’être. Breton n’a manifestement rien lu 
des philosophes japonais, mais, se basant sur une certaine connais-
sance du bouddhisme, et à la faveur d’une visite éblouie du Ryōan-ji 
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et d’une rencontre mémorable avec Nishitani, lors d’un symposium 
sur “le concept de nature en Orient et en Occident”, il entreprend 
une méditation poético-philosophique sur la “méontologie” dont la 
pensée de Kyoto lui semble être la formulation la plus radicale.

La curiosité de Varela a probablement été éveillée indirectement 
par l’impact qu’a eu sur certains milieux théologiques protestants 
américains la traduction anglaise de Nishitani par le belge Jan Van 
Bragt. C’est en effet, en 1982 que paraît Religion and Nothingness, la 
traduction du maître livre de Nishitani: “Qu’est-ce que la religion?” 
(Shūkyō to wa nanika). Varela —qui n’est certes pas Français, mais 
dont le passage en France a laissé une trace non négligeable dans le 
domaine des sciences cognitives— consacre plusieurs pages au com-
mentaire de la critique nishitanienne de l’égologie moderne. C’est 
dans L’inscription corporelle de l’esprit (traduction française 1993), 
écrit en collaboration avec Evan Thompson et Eleanor Rosch. Il est 
intéressant de noter que cet ouvrage propose de placer dans la posté-
rité de Merleau-Ponty des recherches sur l’interaction entre épreuve 
du corps et cognition, et de convoquer dans ce contexte la réflexion 
nishitanienne sur le “champ de conscience”, elle-même héritière de 
la logique nishidienne du lieu.

Quant à Maldiney, nous lui devons une très belle méditation sur 
le thème “Réflexion et quête du soi” à propos des travaux de Kimura 
Bin sur la schizophrénie. Ce texte a été présenté en guise de post-
face à la traduction française de quelques articles de Kimura sous le 
titre: Ecrits de psychopathologie phénoménologique (1992, voir infra). 
Maldiney part des notions nodales de Kimura —aïda, jikaku, mizu-
kara, onozukara, etc— afin de les mettre en rapport avec les travaux 
de Binswanger, von Weizsäcker et Husserl, selon un tissage serré, et 
donnant lieu à une réflexion dense sur le statut du soi, à la jonction 
des possibilités les plus hautes de l’esprit et des blocages existentiels 
les plus pathologiques.

Toutefois les trois approches que nous venons d’évoquer ne 
proposent que des emprunts occasionnels et superficiels à quelques 
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notions orientales, par l’intermédiaire de l’un ou l’autre penseur jap-
onais, afin d’alimenter ou agrémenter une recherche qui connaît par 
ailleurs sa dynamique propre. Mais nous n’avons jamais là des études 
approfondies des auteurs japonais convoqués afin d’en sonder plus 
attentivement la teneur et la portée. C’est paradoxalement depuis 
des disciplines extérieures à la philosophie, mais internes aux études 
japonaises, que sont venues les premières recherches spécifiques: la 
critique littéraire, la bouddhologie, l’histoire et la géographie. Nous 
allons distinguer ici, d’une part, les efforts en vue de donner une 
vision globale de la philosophie japonaise contemporaine et d’autre 
part, les approches davantage orientées sur le courant philosophique 
le plus célèbre: l’école de Kyoto (en un sens large qui inclut des fig-
ures aussi périphériques que Watsuji, Kuki et Kimura). Bien entendu 
aucun des auteurs évoqués ne peut strictement se limiter au domaine 
imparti, mais c’est la commodité de l’exposé qui nous guide ici.

Approches extra-philosophiques  
de la philosophie japonaise

Par-delà l’école de Kyoto (Allioux, Joly et Monnet)

Deux spécialistes français du Japon, intéressés surtout par 
les aspects littéraires de la pensée de l’archipel et, dans une perspec-
tives plus large, par l’histoire des idées dans ce pays, ont eu le mérite 
de proposer des traductions d’auteurs japonais, souvent injustement 
négligés lorsqu’il est question d’ouvrir la rubrique “philosophie”. Il 
s’agit de Yves-Marie Allioux et Jacques Joly.

Le premier a publié en 1996 deux volumes sous le titre Cent 
ans de pensée au Japon et réunissant, à l’aide de nombreuses colla-
borations, une série de traductions, destinées à donner un aperçu 
du mouvement des idées dans le Japon contemporain. Le premier 
volume présente des auteurs plus littéraires, le second d’authentiques 
philosophes. Grâce à des extraits significatifs, le lecteur francophone 
peut prendre connaissance du style de pensée de Fukuzawa Yukichi, 
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Nakae Chōmin (particulièrement mis en valeur), Okakura Tenshin, 
Yanagita Kunio, Nishida Kitarō (inévitablement, mais pas sous 
son jour le plus avenant), Kawakami Hajime, Takeuchi Yoshimi, 
Yoshimoto Takaaki, Tsurumi Shunsuke, Mori Arimasa, Maruyama 
Masao et Katō Shūichi. La qualité des traductions et des présenta-
tions confère à ce volume une valeur inestimable comme introduc-
tion à la subjectivité japonaise ou, si l’on préfère, son intériorité spi-
rituelle. 

Jacques Joly, bon connaisseur de la pensée de l’époque Toku-
gawa, a proposé, également en 1996, une traduction et présentation 
du célèbre ouvrage de Maruyama sur cette période: Essais sur l’his-
toire de la pensée politique au Japon. Le lecteur peut ainsi se faire une 
idée de la rigueur et de l’ampleur intellectuelle de celui qui reste sans 
doute le penseur japonais le plus impressionnant de l’après-guerre. A 
part celle de Joly, on trouve peu de tentatives, dans le monde fran-
cophone, pour mieux faire découvrir cet auteur. Je ne connais, à vrai 
dire, que mon propre article, “Arendt et Maruyama; deux approches 
complémentaires du totalitarisme”, publié en 2001 au Québec par 
Livia Monnet dans Approches critiques de la pensée japonaise du 20ème 
siècle.

Ce volume, précisément, a l’intérêt de présenter des contribu-
tions qui gravitent autour d’un phénomène périodiquement pointé 
du doigt lorsqu’il est question de la vie intellectuelle japonaise depuis 
Meiji: le nationalisme culturel. Mais par-delà la critique conven-
tionnelle de ce phénomène à travers ses moments réactionnaires 
les plus célèbres (notamment les partisans, proches ou lointains, du 
“dépassement de la modernité”), Livia Monnet a voulu solliciter des 
études mettant en valeur l’omniprésence ambiguë du culturalisme 
ethnocentrique jusque dans les idéologies féministes, égalitaristes, 
marxistes, anti-capitalistes et anti-impérialistes. L’examen des man-
gas n’est pas non plus oublié. Et toujours réapparaît le spectre du 
Nihonjinron. C’est pourquoi Monnet caresse le projet d’une “autre 
histoire” du Japon, qui, passant par la déconstruction du nationa-



bernard stevens |  41

lisme culturel et par sa déviation, pourrait ouvrir la pensée japonaise 
à une véritable saisie de l’autre, du féminin aussi et de l’universalité 
humaine, par-delà la partition du propre et de l’étranger. Le volume 
réunit des collaborateurs de choix, parmi lesquels: Augustin Berque, 
Bernard Bernier et Karatani Kōjin.

Outre ces publications, tendant à donner une vision globale de 
la vie intellectuelle japonaise, il y a les tentatives pour découvrir le 
courant philosophique le plus typique, mais aussi le plus contro-
versé: l’école de Kyoto. C’est ce qu’il nous reste à examiner. Par ail-
leurs, les trois ouvrages qui viennent d’être cités sont tous publiés 
dans des collections spécialisées en études orientales. Le lectorat 
philosophique n’est pas encore atteint. Les trois spécialistes du Japon 
que nous allons maintenant évoquer ont chacun réussi à sortir du 
cénacle des japonisants pour pouvoir s’adresser aux philosophes.

Autour de l’école de Kyoto (Girard, Lavelle, Berque)

Frédéric Girard, spécialiste du bouddhisme japonais, propose, dès 
1986, une traduction du chapitre sur Dieu des Recherches sur le bien 
de Nishida. En 1993, un article de sa plume demande: “En quel sens 
peut-on parler de philosophie au Japon?”. La question —qui porte 
le regard par-delà l’époque Meiji vers les dimensions authentique-
ment philosophiques de penseurs plus anciens— est judicieusement 
posée, mais dans une revue d’études japonaise (Cipango) que ne 
liront pas les philosophes. Avec son article sur “La philosophie au 
Japon” dans l’Encyclopédie philosophique universelle, en 1998, on peut 
dire que la percée vers le monde philosophique est enfin accomplie. 
L’intérêt de l’article est d’examiner quelques jalons décisifs de la pen-
sée pré-moderne au Japon, de porter l’accent sur les sources autoch-
tones souvent inaperçues de la philosophie de type occidental et de 
joindre une brochette de fragments philosophiques, tous traduits de 
la plume de l’auteur lui-même.

Pierre Lavelle, historien, spécialiste du Japon contemporain, s’est 
tout d’abord penché sur la question si controversée de l’engagement 
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politique de certains membres de l’école de Kyoto sous le régime 
militariste. Ses recherches, jalonnées de traductions de textes poli-
tiques de Nishida, sont résumées dans: “Nishida, l’école de Kyoto et 
l’ultra-nationalisme” (Revue philosophique de Louvain, 1994). Et c’est 
en historien de l’idéologie qu’il se penche sur la philosophie japo-
naise, depuis les origines, et publie en 1997, dans la collection Que-
sais-je?, la première tentative francophone d’une étude systématique 
à ce sujet: “La pensée japonaise”. Girard et Lavelle réussissent ainsi 
leur percée vers le monde philosophique de manière presque simul-
tanée. On peut en dire autant d’Augustin Berque.

La figure d’Augustin Berque domine les études japonaises 
en France depuis le début des années 1980. Géographe de forma-
tion, Berque s’est très rapidement intéressé, sur l’exemple japonais 
d’abord, à l’interaction entre les dimensions historico-culturelles et 
géo-climatiques. Et c’est tout naturellement qu’il trouvera chez Wat-
suji la première esquisse philosophique des notions de médiance, de 
mésologie et de trajectivité qu’il développe dans ses propres travaux. 
En 1996, il publie dans la revue Philosophie la traduction du préam-
bule et du premier chapitre de Fūdo, précédés d’un article sur: “La 
théorie du milieu de Watsuji Tetsurō”. Ultérieurement, notamment 
dans Ecoumène, publié en 2000, Berque joindra la logique du lieu 
nishidienne à la mésologie watsujienne dans son propre effort de 
constituer une onto-géographie susceptible de fonder l’éthique envi-
ronnementale dont notre époque a le plus urgent besoin.

Par ailleurs, dans la ligne de ses travaux et en collaboration avec 
Philippe Nys, Berque a eu le grand mérite d’organiser —successive-
ment en mars 1995, janvier 1996 et octobre 1997— trois rencontres 
internationales et interdisciplinaires sur un thème particulièrement 
problématique et donc intellectuellement stimulant: “Le dépasse-
ment de la modernité: Hier et aujourd’hui”. 

Ce thème, lancé au Japon en 1942 dans un contexte politique plus 
que douteux, peut être revisité aujourd’hui, purgé de ses accointances 
idéologiques périlleuses et confronté aux défis, notamment envi-
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ronnementaux, qui semblent bien ébranler le paradigme moderne 
tel qu’il nous a été légué par le schéma logique post-cartésien. Deux 
publications sont issues de ce vaste programme: Logique du lieu et 
œuvre humaine, puis, en deux volumes, Logique du lieu et dépasse-
ment de la modernité. On ne pourra donner ici toute la mesure des 
débats —de moins en moins centrés sur la figure de Nishida et de 
plus en plus orientés vers les enjeux philosophiques actuels— dont 
ces journées très denses ont été l’occasion. Mais rarement n’aura 
été aussi fortement mis en relief le caractère questionnant et pro-
prement dérangeant des problèmes philosophiques et idéologiques 
mis en chantier part le courant nishidien et post-nishidien, au Japon 
comme à l’étranger.

Quelques approches philosophiques de 
la philosophie japonaise: daseinsanalyse, 
phénoménologie, esthétique et théologie

Avec le programme interdisciplinaire lancé par Berque 
autour du “dépassement de la modernité”, les philosophes ont été 
conviés à un débat auquel jusque là, en France, seuls les spécialistes 
du Japon avaient pris part. Mais l’invitation de Berque répondait à 
un mouvement déjà entamé chez l’un ou l’autre chercheur isolé de la 
philosophie, dans les pays de langue française.

Il y a tout d’abord, en 1992, le projet du psychiatre daseinsa-
nalyste, Yves Pélicier, de publier en traduction française un recueil 
d’articles de Kimura Bin sous le titre: Ecrits de psychopathologie 
phénoménologique. Il s’agit de textes où l’apport de Kimura à la 
Daseinsanalyse en tant que thérapie est développé surtout sous deux 
aspects: (1) l’application kimurienne des analyses heideggeriennes de 
la temporalité à l’interprétation du mode d’être des patients psycho-
tiques ou pré-psychotiques; (2) la coloration nouvelle que donne à 
la dimension du “nous”, déjà mise en lumière par Binswanger, les 
notions de mizukara et onozukara, aida, etc. L’ouvrage est admirable-
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ment traduit et introduit par Joël Bouderlique et François-Charles 
Bideaux. Nous devons en outre à Joël Bouderlique une présentation 
plus complète encore de la pensée kimurienne sous le titre: “Les 
doubles références philosophiques de la psychopathologie phénomé-
nologique de Kimura Bin” dans un volume thématiques des Études 
phénoménologiques (N° 25, 1997) consacré à Kimura Bin. Ce der-
nier y a lui-même proposé un articlé sur “La psychopathologie de la 
conscience ou la perte du lieu d’être chez le schizophrène”. Poursui-
vant le mouvement, Marc Richir a publié en 2000 dans la collection 
Krisis: L’Entre. Une approche phénoménologique de la schizophrénie.

Il y a ensuite, issu d’un courant philosophique proche de la 
Daseinsanalyse, la phénoménologie herméneutique, mon propre 
effort. Il s’agit —à l’aide des très nombreux travaux, commentaires 
et traductions existant en langue anglaise et allemande (ils suffisent 
amplement pour se faire une idée claire du mouvement des idées 
au Japon)— d’examiner l’ensemble des écrits gravitant dans la mou-
vance de l’école de Kyoto afin d’en évaluer la pertinence proprement 
philosophique et de sonder la possibilité d’y voir des contributions 
significatives à la constitution même du discours philosophique, en 
tant que visée d’universalité. Les penseurs japonais sont chaque fois 
confrontés aux configurations philosophiques occidentales dont ils 
sont les plus proches, soit par emprunts conscients, soit par affinité 
de fait. Ainsi par exemple, la dialectique nishidienne est mise en 
présence de ses précédents dans la pensée spéculative allemande, la 
logique du basho est confrontée au transcendantal kantien et husser-
lien, l’herméneutique watsujienne du ningen à l’analytique heidegge-
rienne du Dasein, la néantologie nishitanienne à l’ontologie heidg-
gerienne, ou encore la critique du totalitarisme par Maruyama est 
comparée à celle de Hannah Arendt, etc… Le but étant, non pas 
de mettre en valeur la spécificité japonaise, mais d’explorer les voies 
d’une intégration de la pensée asiatique, en l’occurrence à travers son 
expression japonaise, dans le discours philosophique universel, afin 
de contribuer à mettre un terme, sur ce plan, à la domination exclu-
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sive des discours européen et nord-américain. Pour ce qui est des 
publications, je citerai deux ouvrages et cinq éditions de collectifs. 
Les ouvrages sont: Topologie du néant. Une approche de l’école de Kyoto 
(2000), et Le néant évidé. Ontologie et politique chez Keiji Nishitani 
(2003). Les collectifs sont, dans l’ordre chronologique: “L’école de 
Kyoto” dans les Études phénoménologiques(1993); “La réception euro-
péenne de l’école de Kyoto” dans la Revue philosophique de Louvain 
(1994); “La psychopathologie phénoménologique de Kimura Bin”, 
dans Études phénoménologiques (1997); “Nishida” dans la Revue phi-
losophique de Louvain (1999); et “Phénoménologie japonaise” dans 
Philosophie (2003). Outre des sujets d’étude et des auteurs déjà cités, 
on y trouve des articles de Ueda Shizuteru, Heinrich Rombach, 
Johannes Laube, Rolf Elberfeld, Jacynthe Tremblay, Sylvain Isaac et 
Thorsten Botz-Bornstein.

Sylvain Isaac, qui a récemment publié “Basho et individu chez 
Nishida” dans le collectif de Philosophie sur la “Phénoménologie 
japonaise”, poursuit une recherche approfondie sur la pensée de l’ab-
solu selon Nishitani. Une thèse est en préparation et des traductions 
(aussi bien de sources japonaises que de commentaires américains) 
sont en voie d’être publiées.

Thorsten Botz-Bornstein mérite lui aussi d’être mentionné à part 
pour ses recherches très personnelles sur des questions esthétiques 
et linguistiques liées, entre autres, à l’étude de la pensée japonaise. 
Interdisciplinaire et interculturel, très érudit et très documenté, son 
travail est difficilement catégorisable, et en outre l’essentiel de ses 
publications est en anglais. En français nous pouvons néanmoins 
retenir “Shūzō Kuki et la philosophie de la contingence française”, 
publié dans le collectif sur “Nishida” de la Revue philosophique de 
Louvain (1999). 

Kuki Shūzō a également été étudié par Saitō Takako mais ses 
travaux, notamment sa thèse de doctorat sous la direction de Fran-
çoise Dastur, n’ont pas encore été publiés. Saitō Takako a publié 
en 1993, dans la revue Cipango, un article sur “Le sens du présent 
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chez Takahashi Satomi”, où la réflexion du philosophe japonais est 
confrontée aux analyses husserliennes sur la conscience intime du 
temps.

Concernant Kuki Shūzō, il faut noter que plusieurs de ses écrits 
existent en français, à commencer par deux conférences qu’il a lui-
même prononcées dans cette langue à Pontigny en 1928 sous le titre 
général de Propos sur le temps: “La notion du temps et la reprise sur le 
temps en Orient” et “L’expression de l’infini dans l’art japonais”. Son 
principal ouvrage existe en français depuis 1966, dans une traduction 
faite par H. Omodaka: Le problème de la contingence . Et La struc-
ture de l’iki est accessible au lecteur francophone depuis la traduction 
proposée par Maeno Toshikuni en 1984. Une nouvelle traduction, 
très belle existe: par Camille Loivier, de 2004.

On constate aujourd’hui que les études spécifiquement liées à 
l’étude de Nishida connaissent un soudain essor chez des chercheurs 
écrivant en langue française. Notons deux pôles: le premier, gravitant 
autour d’Asari Makoto de l’Inalco, regroupe des recherches déjà très 
abouties (par Kioka Nobuo, Kuroda Akinobu, Britta Boutry-Stadel-
mann, Uehara Mayuko); et le second pôle est constitué au Japon 
par la québecquoise Jacynthe Tremblay, qui —joignant les qualités 
de philosophe, théologienne et parfaite japonisante— apparaît de 
manière de plus en plus évidente comme l’interprète francophone la 
plus autorisée de la philosophie nishidienne.

Perspectives d’avenir

Malgré tous ces louables efforts, l’étude de la pensée japo-
naise contemporaine est encore loin de s’être imposée comme une 
thématique honorable dans les milieux philosophiques français. Les 
difficultés à vaincre sont nombreuses. Elles sont de trois natures: le 
manque de traductions, la réticence des philosophes, la réticence des 
japonisants.

Si le mouvement de traduction des ouvrages philosophiques de 
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Nishida est déjà bien entamé, en grande partie grâce aux efforts de 
Jacynthe Tremblay, pour les autres philosophes —outre les quelques 
textes cités de Watsuji, Maruyama et Kuki, et les fragments offerts 
par Allioux et Girard— tout reste encore à faire. 

Les réticences des philosophes sont invariablement les mêmes. Il 
s’agit du préjugé massif selon lequel la philosophie se confond avec la 
conscience occidentale et tout ce qui proviendrait d’autres horizons 
culturels ne pourrait être que folklore, ethnologie ou —au mieux— 
historiographie des religions. Affaire de disciplines spécialisées en 
tous les cas, au même titre que l’entomologie ou la volcanologie, 
mais sans incidence aucune sur la réflexion fondamentale.

Quant aux réticences des spécialistes du Japon, elles sont de deux 
sortes. Il y a d’une part le refus de se pencher, en ce qui concerne 
l’école de Kyoto, sur des auteurs qui, remis à l’honneur, risqueraient 
de “raviver le révisionnisme”. Les donneurs de leçons et les faiseurs 
de morale rivalisent ici de verve pour maintenir la pensée dans les 
cadres étroits et peu novateurs du conformisme idéologique le plus 
timoré. Et il y a d’autre part ceux qui, non contents de vouloir ampu-
ter ainsi le paysage philosophique japonais d’une de ses composantes 
essentielles, l’école de Kyoto, cherchent en outre à confisquer à leur 
profit tout discours, y compris philosophique, ayant trait au Japon. 
Ils refusent dès lors le regard que voudraient jeter sur des auteurs 
japonais des philosophes non-japonisants, prétextant que seule la 
lecture des originaux peut donner accès à la pensée. Argument spé-
cieux qui fait le jeu d’une forme singulièrement perfide de révision-
nisme précisément, pour qui la langue japonaise possèderait des 
vertus spécifiques la soustrayant à toute traduction adéquate en une 
autre langue. Or la philosophie, à la différence de la poésie, se carac-
térise par le dépassement des idiomes particuliers dans une concep-
tualité qui vise l’universel —comme le comprirent d’ailleurs Nishi 
Amane et Tsuda Mamichi lorsqu’ils se mirent à traduire en japonais 
la terminologie philosophique occidentale, elle-même d’origine plu-
rielle, afin de proposer les linéaments de la version japonaise d’un 
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discours philosophique cosmopolite, qui depuis toujours, se consti-
tue à la croisée des langues, comme des cultures, et dans le tissage des 
traductions.

Si philosophes et spécialistes du Japon pouvaient s’ignorer moins 
et collaborer plus —les philosophes se réjouissant de pouvoir enrichir 
leur connaissance de l’humain, les japonisants et traducteurs se voy-
ant honorés d’être lus par des chercheurs étrangers à leur spécialité 
—, peut-être l’étude de la philosophie japonaise contemporaine en 
francophonie se présenterait-elle sous de meilleurs auspices. 
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Nishida Kitarō
Approches actuelles et recherche future

Jacynthe Tremblay

La recherche sur Nishida dans les régions de langue 
française se caractérise par la diversité des approches. 

Inexistante jusqu’à la fin des années 1980, elle est progressivement 
passée au stade de sujet de recherche, tant en ce qui concerne les 
commentaires que les traductions. Les approches qui seront ci-après 
détaillées ne sont pas restrictives. Mais puisqu’il a fallu établir un 
classement, prenons-les comme autant de foci de réception de la 
philosophie de Nishida par les chercheuses et chercheurs franco-
phones1.

Les approches historique et politique

Quelle est la signification et la place de Nishida dans l’his-
toire de la philosophie? Le mérite de Bernard Stevens a été, depuis le 

1. Ces derniers sont originaires de la Belgique (Bernard Stevens), du Canada (Ja-
cynthe Tremblay), de la France (Augustin Berque, Michel Dalissier, Frédéric Girard et 
Pierre Lavelle) et de la Suisse (Britta Stadelmann-Boutry). Il faut ajouter à cette liste 
les chercheurs japonais qui habitent en France et écrivent en français (Asari Makoto, 
Kuroda Akinobu et Uehara Mayuko).
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début des années 1990, de s’efforcer d’apporter une réponse à cette 
question (1993b; 1996; 2000b). Face à l’auto-enfermement de la phi-
losophie européenne et américaine, Stevens a montré l’importance 
de Nishida dans la recherche d’une nouvelle voie susceptible de faire 
sortir la philosophie subjectiviste des temps modernes de l’impasse 
à laquelle elle a été acculée. Cependant, il faut bien reconnaître que 
dans les régions francophones, la philosophie de Nishida, si elle a été 
évaluée très positivement par Stevens en ce qui concerne sa portée 
historique, n’a pas encore eu tout l’impact souhaité. On aurait été en 
droit de s’attendre, avec les articles sur Nishida et les quelques tra-
ductions déjà existantes, à une meilleure réception de sa philosophie 
auprès du lectorat francophone.

L’une des raisons de ce manque d’impact a été le manque 
flagrant, jusqu’à ces dernières années, de données disponibles 
concernant Nishida dont, au premier chef, le peu de traductions de 
parties vraiment significatives de sa philosophie (entre 1926 et 1945). 
Cette lacune est présente non seulement en français mais également 
dans les autres langues occidentales. Sur la base des quelques traduc-
tions disponibles se sont développées deux idées, désormais reçues. 
Pour la première, Nishida n’est qu’un penseur religieux. Il ne faut pas 
s’en étonner puisqu’on a longtemps abordé Nishida à partir de deux 
textes seulement, à savoir l’Essai sur le bien (1911), et “Logique du 
basho et vision religieuse du monde” (1945).

Quant à la seconde idée reçue, selon laquelle Nishida aurait 
apporté un soutien inconditionnel à l’ultranationalisme japonais, 
elle a été trop souvent basée sur des citations tirées de leur contexte. 
Quelques chercheurs ont pris au sérieux cette accusation pour la 
nuancer dans une plus ou moins grande mesure. Concernant cette 
question politique, Pierre Lavelle a fait figure de pionnier dans la 
traduction française et le commentaire de Nishida (Nishida 1991; 
1996b; Lavelle 1994). Augustin Berque, grâce à qui le nom de 
Nishida a excédé le cénacle des philosophes, a interprété l’engage-
ment politique de Nishida du point de vue géographique qui est le 
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sien (1997, 2001a, 2001b). Stevens, enfin, s’est appliqué à dissiper le 
malaise entourant l’ “errance” politique de Nishida, de manière à 
dégager enfin un terrain propice à une réflexion proprement philo-
sophique à propos de son œuvre (1993a, 2000b, 2003). Ces différents 
débats ont préparé les esprits à percevoir Nishida comme un grand 
nom de l’histoire de la philosophie et à l’étudier enfin à ce titre.

L’engagement politique de Nishida, faut-il le souligner, n’est pas 
uniquement de l’histoire passée. Ses réactions face à l’impérialisme 
européen en Asie peuvent être revues à la lumière des événements 
internationaux des dernières années et aider à comprendre (je ne dis 
pas justifier dans tous les cas) dans une certaine mesure les attitudes 
des insoumis de la terre face à l’impérialisme américain et à la mon-
dialisation à tous crins. Le mélange de fascination et de tendance au 
repli nationaliste qu’éprouvait Nishida face à la culture européenne 
d’alors n’est pas étranger aux efforts actuels de nombreux peuples 
en vue de partager les richesses matérielles, culturelles et intellec-
tuelles des nantis, tout en préservant leur propre identité nationale 
et culturelle. En ce sens, une réflexion sur l’engagement politique 
de Nishida gagnera beaucoup dans le futur à se déplacer, du simple 
reportage historique, à une réflexion sur ses enjeux dans le cadre de 
l’histoire contemporaine.

L’approche religieuse

La seconde approche de Nishida a été celle de la religion; 
autrement dit, on s’est attardé d’abord à retracer les fondements 
bouddhiques de son œuvre, dans la perspective des rapports interre-
ligieux. D’ailleurs, la toute première traduction française de Nishida, 
réalisée par Frédéric Girard, a été celle d’une petite section de l’Essai 
sur le bien intitulée “Dieu” (Nishida 1986). Girard a poursuivi sur 
cette lancée en publiant la traduction de la première section de l’Es-
sai sur le bien (Nishida 1996c), de même qu’un article traitant des 
liens entre Nishida et l’enseignement du Buddha (Girard 2000).



jacynthe tremblay |  57

Stevens a fait montre de son intérêt pour cette approche reli-
gieuse dans plusieurs de ses articles, notamment lorsqu’il a traité des 
sources orientales de la philosophie de Nishida et du fondement de 
l’expérience pure (Stevens 1993b, 1996, 1999, 2000b). Sa récente 
publication du début de l’Essai sur le bien s’inscrit dans le prolon-
gement de cette approche (Nishida 1999a). En font également par-
tie la traduction de “Shinran le pauvre d’esprit à demi tonsuré” et 
celle de “Logique du basho et vision religieuse du monde” (Nishida 
1999b, 2000f).

L’approche religieuse a été et demeure l’une de mes préoccupa-
tions (Tremblay 1992, 1996a). J’ai montré entre autres choses com-
ment Nishida institue entre l’humain et le divin un nouveau type 
de rapport, foncièrement relationnel. J’ai poursuivi ma réflexion 
dans la même veine en établissant les rapports entre Nishida et le 
théologien Karl Rahner dans un article traitant de la “transcen-
dance immanente” et ouvrant des perspectives en vue de repenser 
le concept théologique d’“union hypostatique” à partir de la notion 
nishidienne d’auto-identité absolument contradictoire (1997). À 
l’instar de Stevens, j’ai entrepris d’approfondir les sources boudd-
hiques (notamment nagarjuniennes) de la philosophie de la relation 
de Nishida dans un petit livre de vulgarisation intitulé La relation et 
son lieu (2000d), de même que dans l’introduction du recueil d’es-
sais de Nishida ayant pour titre L’Éveil à soi (Nishida 2003g, Trem-
blay 2003b).

Je suis actuellement en train de reprendre à nouveaux frais la 
comparaison entre Nishida et Rahner dans un livre en préparation, 
dont le titre prévu est Éveil à soi et relationalité. Cette comparai-
son est centrée sur trois thèmes, à savoir les logiques fondamentales 
de Nishida et de Rahner, leur conception respective de la tempora-
lité et leur recherche du soi le plus profond. Dans ce livre aussi, je 
prends sérieusement en compte les très nombreuses références que 
Nishida fait à la théologie et à la mystique chrétiennes (plus encore 
qu’aux religions orientales) dans l’ensemble de son œuvre, et non 
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seulement dans ses quelques textes traitant explicitement de reli-
gion. L’interlocuteur principal de Nishida est Augustin et ce, sur 
deux points fondamentaux, à savoir la notion de temporalité et celle 
d’éveil à soi.

Il était important de mettre à jour les sources bouddhiques de 
la philosophie de Nishida. Le risque, toutefois, demeure de la tenir 
encore pour une simple curiosité culturelle. Il est à espérer que 
désormais, Nishida sera considéré comme un interloculeur sur le 
propre terrain de la théologie chrétienne. Il y a là tout un champ 
de recherche à peine entamé. La manière dont Nishida réfère à la 
théologie chrétienne et la met en relation avec ses propres thèmes 
philosophiques est susceptible de lui apporter un éclairage nouveau 
et d’en revivifier la conceptualité souvent usée et stérile. Enfin, la 
façon dont il a relu et intégré les courants mystiques occidentaux 
fournit ample matière en vue de renouveler la compréhension de 
l’expérience spirituelle et permettre à cette dernière de dépasser les 
carcans conceptuels dans lesquels l’ont enfermée les dogmatismes.

Les approches logiques et relationnelle

Pour faire avancer la recherche, il importait d’aborder 
Nishida directement à partir des logiques qu’il a développées à partir 
de 1926, à savoir la logique du basho et la logique de l’auto-iden-
tité absolument contradictoire, que la majeure partie de ma propre 
recherche s’est employée à explorer et approfondir. Une bonne com-
préhension de la logique du basho étant essentielle à celle de la phi-
losophie nishidienne dans son ensemble, j’en ai dégagé la structure 
globale dans différents écrits et traductions, en lien notamment avec 
la notion d’éveil à soi (jikaku) (Nishida 2000c, 2000d; Tremblay 
1999a, 1999b, 1999c, 2000b, 2000c)2. Font également partie de cette 
présentation de la logique du basho la traduction des essais “Logique 

2. Voir aussi Isaac 2003 ; Stevens 1995. 
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du lieu et vision religieuse du monde” et Le lieu (Nishida 1999b, 
1999c, 2000b), de même que celle d’essais dans lesquels Nishida cri-
tique d’autres philosophes (Nishida 2000a, 2003b, 2003c).

La question nishidienne de la temporalité est à situer elle aussi 
dans le cadre de la logique du basho puiqu’elle s’élabore conformé-
ment à la structure englobante de cette dernière (Nishida 2003a, 
2003h, 2003i). Elle sera développée en détail dans Éveil à soi et rela-
tionalité, en lien avec Augustin surtout, et sur la base d’essais signi-
ficatifs de Nishida déjà traduits pour les uns, et dont l’annexe de ce 
livre apportera la traduction pour les autres. Je ferai aussi une large 
place à la logique nishidienne de l’“auto-identité absolument contra-
dictoire”, que je me suis efforcée d’étudier en détail par le passé, soit 
dans des articles (Tremblay 1992, 1994, 1996a, 1997, 2000c, 2003b), 
soit en traduction (Nishida 2000e, 2003c, 2003e). Kuroda Akinobu 
s’est inscrit dans le prolongement de ces approches logiques dans 
sa thèse de doctorat soutenue le 20 mai 2003 à Strasbourg sous le 
titre Enjeux, possibilités et limites d’une philosophie de la vie. Kitarō 
Nishida au miroir de quelques philosophes français3. Kuroda s’est 
donné pour tâche de fournir une expression rigoureuse à la philoso-
phie de Nishida dans une langue philosophique française, en plus de 
l’expliquer et de la comprendre en confrontation à Maine de Biran, 
Merleau-Ponty et Michel Henry, pour finalement remettre en ques-
tion les thèses de ces philosophes à partir de la logique nishidienne 
de la vie. Le travail de Kuroda est un espoir pour la recherche future 
en philosophie comparée car il montre efficacement qu’il est possible 
d’ouvrir le système nishidien et de le mettre en rapport avec d’autres 
univers philosophiques4.

L’approche relationnelle, quant à elle, a pour essais fondateurs 

3. On trouvera un résumé de cette thèse sous le titre “Seisei suru seimei no tetsu-
gaku: furansu genshōgaku no kagami ni utsusareta Nishida tetsugaku” [Une philoso-
phie de la vie en train de se faire: la philosophie de Nishida au miroir de la phénoméno-
logie française], dans le numéro 16 de la revue Kan (janvier 2004).

4. Voir aussi Kuroda 2000, 2002.
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“Amour de soi, amour de l’autre et dialectique”, de même que “Je et 
tu” (Nishida 2003a, 2003h). J’ai déjà adopté cette approche pour 
étudier la relation je-tu (Tremblay 2004b), mais également d’autres 
types de relationalité impliqués dans la notion d’auto-identité abso-
lument contradictoire (1996b, 1997, 2000c, 2000d). J’exploiterai 
plus en détail le thème de la relationalité dans Éveil à soi et relationa-
lité.

Quel est l’avenir de ces approches logiques et relationnelle? Pas-
sablement de gens reconnaissent aujourd’hui les limites des logiques 
formelle et métaphysique. Les logiques de Nishida viennent répondre 
à l’exigence de cette “autre logique” que Derrida appelait de ses vœux 
afin de sortir des ornières des dualismes et du subjectivisme. Nishida, 
bien qu’il ait critiqué les logiques occidentales et en ait décelé les 
différentes limitations, n’entendait pas pour autant les rejeter pour 
les remplacer par les siennes. Son but était de les situer dans un cadre 
plus “englobant” et de les ramener à leurs racines propres. Il s’est 
appliqué avec acharnement, et dans plusieurs des cas avec succès, à 
ce travail de compréhension et de réinterprétation. Or, pareille entre-
prise était évidemment trop ambitieuse et démesurée pour un seul 
homme. En ce sens, une tâche imposante attend la recherche future: 
faire un travail exhaustif de comparaison entre les logiques occiden-
tales et celles de Nishida, étant entendu que ces dernières ont été 
développées à la fois à partir des critiques adressées à la philosophie 
occidentale et à partir d’une reprise de données philosophiques en 
provenance de diverses traditions orientales.

Un autre enjeu de taille sera d’introduire en sociologie, en psy-
chologie et en politologie la réflexion nishidienne concernant la 
relationalité. En effet, l’individualisme qui caractérise nos sociétés 
occidentales, s’il a permis une promotion sans précédent de la per-
sonne humaine, a eu sans contredit son versant négatif d’égocen-
trisme et de dégradation progressive du tissu social. À l’inverse, les 
totalitarismes du 20ème siècle ont fait fi de millions de vies humaines. 
Nishida, partagé qu’il était entre sa fascination pour les aspects posi-
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tifs de l’individualisme occidental et sa propre culture collectiviste, 
a développé une philosophie de la relation susceptible de repenser 
fructueusement les relations interpersonnelles, de même que les rap-
ports entre individu et société dans les sociétés contemporaines.

Un autre type de relationalité nishidienne, entre l’individu et son 
milieu cette fois, a directement à voir avec un problème d’actualité 
criante puisqu’il décidera de la qualité de vie des prochaines généra-
tions: la protection de l’environnement. Sur ce point, la question qui 
se pose à la recherche future est la suivante: si l’individu et le milieu 
entretiennent un rapport de création réciproque, quel type d’humain 
sera engendré par ce que notre génération inflige à son milieu? Les 
recherches actuelles de Berque sont très prometteuses puisqu’elles 
accordent une place importante à ce genre de questions (à partir de 
Nishida et de Watsuji surtout). Il retient de Nishida l’idée de monde 
prédicatif, tout en lui reprochant une absolutisation de la mondanité 
(Berque 2000a).

Les autres approches

Les recherches doctorales qui, outre celle de Kuroda, se 
poursuivent ou viennent d’être menées à terme en France sont d’un 
grand intérêt puisqu’elles abordent Nishida sous plusieurs angles dif-
férents.

La thèse de doctorat de Britta Boutry-Stadelmann, d’abord, sou-
tenue en 2003 à l’université de Genève, a pour thème le rôle de l’art 
chez Nishida. Ayant pour titre La création artistique chez Nishida 
Kitarō (1870–1945) à travers ses lectures de Fiedler et de Kant dans son 
texte “Art et morale” (Geijutsu to dōtoku) de 1923, cette thèse est cen-
trée sur Art et morale et développe deux axes, d’une part l’art en tant 
que création corporelle selon Fiedler, et d’autre part le beau et son 
appréciation selon Kant. Elle comporte la traduction intégrale d’Art 
et morale en français, avec glossaire et explications terminologiques 
(Boutry-Stadelmann 2003).
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Cette approche esthétique est d’un grand intérêt et pourra désor-
mais trouver des prolongements, par exemple dans une discipline 
artistique dont Nishida ne fait pas mention, celle de l’interprétation 
musicale. En effet, l’événement musical suscite directement, tant 
chez les interprètes que chez les auditeurs, une expérience d’union 
sujet-objet qui relève de ce que Nishida appelle le “néant absolu”. 
Boutry-Stadelmann, pour sa part, oriente ses efforts en vue de pré-
senter Nishida à la fois comme un philosophe et comme un artiste, 
puisque lui-même pratiquait la calligraphie et la poésie. La thèse de 
doctorat que Uehara Mayuko est en train d’achever à l’École des 
Hautes Études en sciences humaines (Paris) sous le titre Traduire la 
philosophie japonaise: Mouvements conceptuels et expressifs dans l’œuvre 
de Nishida Kitarō aborde de plein pied l’importante question linguis-
tique. Uehara s’attarde principalement aux diverses sources linguis-
tiques du système de Nishida, à la spécificité de sa “langue” et de 
ses concepts, de même qu’à l’établissement d’un glossaire bilingue. 
Il faut aussi lui créditer un panorama des recherches sur Nishida en 
français, en anglais et en allemand. Uehara a l’intention de pour-
suivre sa recherche en produisant des traductions de Nishida.

D’autres travaux sont à classer dans cette approche linguistique, 
qu’il s’agisse d’étude sur les particules utilisées par Nishida (Asari 
1999), de comparaisons entre la structure du français et celle du 
japonais (Nakagawa 1998, 2000), ou encore de l’établissement de 
glossaires japonaisfrançais (Boutry-Stadelmann 2003; Tremblay 
2000a, 2003a). En plus de mettre en jeu le problème de la traduc-
tion, ces différents travaux rappellent à quel point est étroit le rap-
port de conditionnement réciproque entre langage et pensée. Dans 
ces domaines, les possibilités de recherches futures s’étendent de la 
morphosyntaxe et de la traductologie à l’étude des structures cogni-
tives, en passant par l’herméneutique, la linguistique comparée et les 
conditionnements socio-culturels du langage.
Michel Dalissier, finalement, est à certains égards le représentant de 
l’approche scientifique. Doté d’une formation en physique, il pré-
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pare actuellement une thèse de doctorat en philosophie à l’École Pra-
tique des Hautes Études de la Sorbonne et à l’Université de Kyōto. 
Sa recherche, intitulée Nishida Kitarō: une philosophie de l’unification, 
consiste à réinterpréter Nishida à partir de cette notion, laquelle a été 
utilisée par ce dernier pour repenser tant les concepts principaux de 
la philosophie occidentale que les notions de la philosophie orien-
tale. Les enjeux de la notion d’unification se trouvent aux niveaux 
politique et économique, mais surtout au niveau du rapport critique 
de Nishida à l’histoire de la philosophie, ainsi qu’aux niveaux épisté-
mologique et métaphysique. Dalissier a pour projet futur de se cen-
trer en particulier sur les essais de Nishida ayant un rapport avec les 
sciences (une traduction vient de paraître5 et une autre est en cours). 
Il a devant lui un vaste champ de recherche encore inexploré. Ses tra-
vaux, souhaîtons-le, en susciteront d’autres dans le même domaine.

Le futur de la philosophie de nishida:  
traduction et recherche

Le futur de la philosophie de Nishida dans les régions de 
langue française est directement lié à la traduction française de son 
œuvre. Le travail est déjà bien amorcé en ce sens mais les traductrices 
et traducteurs se heurtent encore aux difficultés inhérentes à un tra-
vail de pionnier. Parmi ces difficultés s’est retrouvée au premier chef 
l’absence d’un vocabulaire français susceptible de traduire Nishida. 
Il a donc fallu établir des glossaires et faire des études de vocabulaire 
(Boutry-Stadelmann 2003; Tremblay 2000a, 2003a, 2003b). Ce 
travail est loin d’être terminé puisqu’il ne peut s’édifier qu’au fil des 
traductions des différents essais de Nishida, de même que de l’in-
terprétation toujours renouvelée de ces derniers, non seulement de 
la part d’une traductrice ou d’un traducteur particulier, mais de la 
part de l’ensemble des chercheurs francophones. Il faudrait favori-

5. Nishida 2003f.
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ser la collaboration et la mise en commun des glossaires déjà établis, 
publiés ou non, afin de fournir un vocabulaire plus unifié à travers 
les différentes traductions, sans en gommer pour autant les interpré-
tations individuelles.

Les premières traductions françaises de Nishida ont été dans 
les domaines de la religion et de la philosophie politique mais ces 
dernières années, quelques traductions de parties proprement phi-
losophiques de son œuvre sont enfin parues. Tous ces types de tra-
ductions sont importants car ils ont permis de fournir rapidement 
au lectorat francophone un aperçu de l’évolution de la pensée de 
Nishida. Il faut cependant noter que Art et morale (Nishida 2003d) 
mis à part, les traductions effectuées jusqu’à présent ont été celles 
d’essais isolés. En ce qui concerne L’Éveil à soi (Nishida 2003g), tra-
duit par mes soins, il ne s’agit pas d’un livre complet de Nishida mais 
d’un recueil d’essais choisis.

Il faudra donc veiller désormais à traduire plus systématiquement 
l’œuvre de Nishida, afin d’être en mesure d’offrir progressivement 
aux lectrices et lecteurs de langue française une vue d’ensemble de la 
philosophie de Nishida. Pour ma part, je travaille actuellement à la 
traduction complète des Essais philosophiques I (nkz 8: 3–266). L’idéal 
serait de planifier des projets de traduction communs qui implique-
raient plusieurs traductrices et traducteurs et ce, afin de mener à bien 
la tâche de traduction française de Nishida dans des délais raison-
nables. Cette collaboration serait d’autant plus précieuse et néces-
saire que chacune et chacun a son propre domaine de recherche et 
dispose déjà de l’horizon suffisant pour traduire adéquatement les 
parties de l’œuvre de Nishida concernées par son domaine.

Il serait aussi extrêmement profitable de susciter des collabora-
tions entre d’une part les traductrices et traducteurs, et d’autre part 
les chercheurs japonais ayant une excellente connaissance tant du 
français que de la philosophie de Nishida. Un autre point important 
serait de trouver des fonds pour financer le travail de traduction, que 
ce soit auprès des organismes subventionnaires ou auprès des mai-
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sons d’édition.
Non seulement la traduction de Nishida, mais encore les com-

mentaires de son œuvre en français seront déterminants pour le 
futur des études nishidiennes. Des productions significatives sont 
déjà parues ou paraîtront sous peu, qu’il s’agisse de monographies 
(Tremblay 2000c, 2000d), du recueil d’articles (Stevens 2000b), 
d’actes de colloques (Berque 1997, 2000b, 2000c) ou de thèses de 
doctorat (Boutry-Stadelmann, Dalissier, Kuroda, Uehara). Cepen-
dant, il demeure indéniable que la production de traductions est 
directement liée à celle de commentaires, d’où l’importance de favo-
riser tant des unes que des autres.

À l’heure des technologies de l’information, il ne faut pas oublier 
l’importance de la création de contenus cybernétiques. L’avantage 
sera double: diffuser rapidement la recherche actuelle auprès des 
chercheuses et chercheurs francophones, tout en favorisant l’accès à 
Nishida d’un public plus général. À cette fin, un site en français sur 
Nishida, de même que les “home pages” des différents chercheurs et 
chercheuses, auraient avantage à être créés d’ici peu. Actuellement, 
seuls cinq sites contiennent des contenus significatifs en français 
(Boutry-Stadelmann 2003, Heisig 2003, Stevens 2002, Trem-
blay 2004a, Uehara 2003).

Un effort devra également être fait auprès des éditeurs, surtout 
de revues scientifiques, afin de les sensibiliser à des philosophies 
autres qu’européennes et américaines, de façon à ouvrir un espace de 
parole significatif à la philosophie japonaise. Publier en français des 
articles concernant Nishida est actuellement très difficile et requiert 
des délais beaucoup trop longs.

Un dernier point important sera de tenter d’introduire Nishida 
dans les colloques locaux et internationaux. La renommée de 
Nishida en France doit beaucoup aux 2 événements organisés à Paris 
par Berque en 1996 et 1997, dont les actes ont été rapportés dans 
trois volumes (Berque 1997, 2000b, 2000c). Les textes que com-
portent ces volumes sont en majorité philosophiques mais laissent 
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aussi la parole aux sciences sociales, à l’histoire de l’art, à la géogra-
phie et à l’architecture. Il est grandement souhaitable que ce genre 
d’événement se reproduise régulièrement.

Signalons en terminant qu’ont eu lieu les 26 et 27 mars 2004 
une conférence et une session d’étude au Centre d’Études Japonaises 
d’Alsace, sous la responsabilité scientifique d’Asari Makoto (inalco). 
La plupart des conférences ont été consacrées à Nishida6.

Précisons qu’Asari est le responsable du “Groupe de recherches 
sur la philosophie du Japon moderne Nishida Kitarō et ses contem-
porains”. Ce groupe, qui se réunit régulièrement pour des sessions de 
travail, en est à sa 4ème année. Très actif et très prometteur, il est en 
France le point principal de focalisation de la recherche en philoso-
phie japonaise, notamment en ce qui concerne Nishida.
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The term “Japanese philosophy” is here used to cover 
systematic Japanese thought from ancient times up 

to the present. The term “English-speaking world” will be primar-
ily used to address scholarship in English published in the United 
States, Canada, and the United Kingdom, although there will also 
be some references to relevant works published elsewhere, especially 
Japan. Furthermore, because the topic is addressed in another essay 
in this volume, we will here only tangentially touch on the contri-
butions of native Japanese scholars writing in English. In an essay of 
this brevity, there will be no attempt to discuss or even list the vast 
amount of literature available in English relating to Japanese philos-
ophy in its various forms. Instead, the aim will be to explain how the 
English-language study of Japanese philosophy arose and evolved, 
focusing on the broader cultural, historical, social, and political fac-
tors that have influenced it up to now and will continue to have an 
impact on the future of the field. To achieve this goal, the ensuing 
discussion is divided into three sections. First, we will consider his-
torical reasons why Japanese philosophy has been so slow in being 
recognized as a field among scholars in the United States and Brit-
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ain. Much of that analysis will focus on the works published at the 
turn of the twentieth century and will be covered in the first section 
of this paper. The second section will deal with the study of Japanese 
philosophy as an emergent field within the English-speaking world 
since 1945. The third and final section will address future directions 
for the study of Japanese philosophy in English.

Recognition of japanese philosophy  
as a field of study

The famous American scholar of Japanese literature, 
Edward Seidensticker, told me that for years in his survey courses, 
he used to joke about the “two great oxymorons” of East Asian cul-
ture: “Chinese music” and “Japanese philosophy.” With respect to 
the latter at least, his attitude reflected the prejudice of many schol-
ars in Japanese studies in the west, including those from the United 
States and Great Britain. Why do so many think the field of Japanese 
philosophy is, if not an outright oxymoron, at least problematic in 
some way? There are several facile explanations for this attitude, but 
they do not hold up to even a moderate amount of reflection on the 
facts. Let us look at three that have been commonly offered for many 
decades now. 

Facile explanation #1: “Philosophy” is a western cultural phenom-
enon. The assumption here is that people everywhere in the world 
may have rational thoughts of one kind or another, but that is not 
enough to merit the term “philosophy” in the full western sense of 
the term with its 2500 years of development. For now, let us ignore 
the provincial Eurocentrism in this view and turn to a different prob-
lem with this argument. For over a century it has been commonplace 
for English-speaking scholars to refer to “Indian philosophy” and 
“Chinese philosophy.” If we were to say that similarity to western 
philosophy in form of argument or mode of systematization were 
the main criterion, it is easy to see why some (but not all) forms of 
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Indian thought (Navya-Nyāya, for instance) might qualify as “phi-
losophy,” but the inclusion of Chinese thought (as contrasted with 
Japanese thought) would still be puzzling. It is hard to see why Zhu 
Xi (not to mention Confucius, Mencius, Laozi, or Xunzi) would be 
considered more “philosophical” in the western sense than Kūkai 
or Dōgen, for instance. Yet, for many decades American colleges 
and universities have taught courses called “Indian philosophy” or 
“Chinese philosophy” and there have been books written in English 
with those titles for over a century. So, the argument that philosophy 
is a strictly western phenomenon has not even been uniformly held 
in the west.

Facile explanation #2: There may be some philosophical thought 
in Japan, but not much. First of all, that claim in itself would not 
justify completely excluding Japanese philosophy. Even if there were 
only a small amount of Japanese philosophy, that does not mean it is 
not real or not worth studying. Even more importantly, however, it 
is by no means obvious that the quantity of Japanese philosophical 
writings is all that meager. If we use the term “philosophy” to apply 
to Chinese thought as well as to such western thinkers as Socrates, 
Thales, Augustine, Anselm, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Heidegger, 
and the later Wittgenstein, then there has been plenty of compa-
rable philosophical thought in Japan. Such Japanese book series as 
Iwanami’s Nihon shisō taikei 日本思想体系 present a wide sweep of 
thinkers from ancient times through the postwar period. Certainly 
much of what is included in that series can qualify as philosophy. 
Indeed, although that series has sixty-seven volumes it has only rel-
atively small portions of the writings of most of the major thinkers, 
limiting all but Dōgen to at most one volume each. So, again, even 
a cursory examination of the facts is enough to refute this second 
supposed justification for saying there is no such thing as Japanese 
philosophy.

Facile explanation #3: Even the Japanese themselves say they had 
no philosophy, at least until the modern period. There is circularity in 
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this argument, however. The Japanese term tetsugaku 哲学 is a Meiji 
period neologism coined by Nishi Amane 西周. If we take the term 
tetsugaku to be equivalent to the term “philosophy,” then it is tau-
tologically true that there was no “philosophy” in Japan before the 
modern period. But why should we today let Nishi Amane still 
arbitrate what counts as philosophy? (That he considered Auguste 
Comte and J. S. Mill to represent the pinnacles of world philosophy 
should at least give us pause about his perspicacity and breadth of 
insight on such issues.) Consider the parallel with the category of 
“religion.” Many Japanese maintain they have never had any “reli-
gion” (shūkyō 宗教, another virtual neologism of the Meiji period), 
but that has not stopped westerners from thinking of “Japanese reli-
gion” as a legitimate field of academic study. Most western scholars 
simply recognize that shūkyō does not mean “religion” in many of the 
usual western senses of the word. If that is an acceptable argument, 
perhaps it makes sense to say the terms tetsugaku and philosophy are 
not simply interchangeable either.

My concern is not to decide whether there is or is not “Japanese 
philosophy” (that question is discussed elsewhere in this volume), 
but simply to note the historical and social fact that there has tradi-
tionally been a great deal of skepticism in the English-speaking world 
about its existence or at least its parameters. There may be legitimate 
reasons for saying there is no such phenomenon as Japanese philos-
ophy (or that there is none until the modern period), but they are 
not found in the three common explanations examined here. Yet, for 
the past century many intelligent anglophone Japanologists—like 
Seidensticker, for example—have openly questioned the existence of 
the field, typically without much argument. Why? Let us consider 
a historical reason, namely, the result of how and when Japanese 
thought and culture came to the attention of the English-speaking 
world. It is especially illuminating to compare that process with the 
introduction of Indian and Chinese thought to the west. As we will 
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see, the Japanese policy of national seclusion (鎖国 sakoku) is partic-
ularly pertinent. 

Information about Chinese and Indian thought trickled sporad-
ically into the west from ancient times and in a more steady flow 
from the sixteenth century onward. To a great extent these ideas 
were carried by Christian missionaries and international traders. The 
missionaries in particular did the philological studies and translation 
work that enabled east-west philosophical interaction. Dedicated 
to convert Asians to Christianity, they wanted a grasp of the basic 
philosophical and spiritual ideas of the people they were going to 
engage. Because of these translations, interested western philos-
ophers as far back as Leibniz drew on Neo-Confucian ideas and a 
century later Hegel explicitly mentioned Indian and Chinese philo-
sophical systems in his discussions of logic and the history of philos-
ophy. By the mid- and late nineteenth century, western thinkers like 
Schopenhauer, Emerson, Nietzsche, and Freud could refer to Asian 
ideas like “nirvana” as if they expected their educated readers to be 
at least somewhat familiar with the term. Because of Japan’s self-im-
posed cultural isolation, however, its ideas could not be part of the 
western discussion at that time. We can only speculate whether the 
western attitude toward Japanese philosophy might have been dif-
ferent had Japan not excluded the Christian missionaries in the early 
seventeenth century. For example, a term like kokoro 心 or mono no 
aware もののあわれ might have found a place in western intellectual 
discussions comparable to the prominence given terms like nirvana 
from India and dao 道 from China. 

Instead, it was not until the end of the nineteenth century that 
Japanese culture became less a cipher to the western mind. At that 
point, however, the character of the interface between Japan and 
the English-speaking west was quite different from the context of 
east-west interaction involving India and China. First, while the 
Americans and the British might have originally thought otherwise 
when they forced Japan to open itself to trade in the mid-nineteenth 
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century, by the end of the century, Japan was clearly more likely to 
be a East Asian colonizer than a western colony. In that half century, 
Japan went from being a potential source of labor and goods serv-
ing European and American interests to being a political, military, 
and economic competitor. In the case of India and China, by con-
trast, that kind of transition occurred more slowly over more than 
two centuries (and can be considered to be reaching its culmination 
only in the last decade or two). Therefore, before the west could 
fully romanticize the Old Japan, it had already become sensitive to 
the threat of the New Japan. In contrast, because of the very differ-
ent history of their interaction with the west, India and China had 
already firmly entrenched themselves for centuries in the western 
romantic and orientalist image of being “ancient wisdom cultures.” 
At the end of the nineteenth century, the British and Americans 
could still afford the luxury of that quaint fantasy in regard to India 
and China, but not toward Japan, their new imperialist rival in Asia.

A second historical factor to consider is the impact of the spiritual 
ideology of the Meiji Restoration—arising at precisely that historical 
point at which western scholars first become interested in Japan in 
a sustained way. The British and American scholars of the late nine-
teenth century found themselves amidst an intellectual scene defined 
by the impact of the ideas and values sprouting from such traditions 
as the Mito School (水戸学), Restoration Shinto (fukko shintō 復古
神道, and Native Studies (kokugaku 国学). Those ideologies were the 
backdrop for the early English scholarship represented by William 
George Aston (1841–1911) and Basil Hall Chamberlain (1850–1935). 
Classically trained in Victorian Britain, Aston and Chamberlain 
assumed that great civilizations were built upon ancient foundational 
texts. So they looked for the texts that were the origins of Japanese 
civilization in the way the Greek classics served the west, the Qu’ran 
served the Islamic world, the Vedas and Upanishads served India, or 
the Four Books served China. In their quest for the analogous textual 
cornerstones of Japanese culture, Aston and Chamberlain—guided 
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by their Japanese government and academic informants enamored 
of the new State Shinto ideology—turned to Nihonshoki 日本書紀 
and Kojiki 古事記. It was as if a neophyte were asking Hitler’s or 
Mussolini’s advisors for guidance on how to understand the roots of 
German or Italian culture. One would certainly get plenty of advice, 
but would it be good advice? Given this context, it is not surprising 
that Aston, a British diplomat-cum-philologist, decided to translate 
Nihongi (Nihonshoki) in 1896 and in 1905 published a book called 
Shintō. Meanwhile, the British philologist and professor at Tokyo 
University, Basil Hall Chamberlain, translated Kojiki in 1906. 

Thus, it happened that the English-speaking world came to 
think of Kojiki and Nihonshoki as the founding texts of Japanese civ-
ilization. Few anglophone readers had any idea that these narratives 
had been considered founding narratives by the Japanese only since 
1800 and or so. That is, although Kojiki and Nihonshoki were written 
in the eighth century, they did not become “classics of ancient Japan” 
until a thousand years later. Nor did English readers know that 
Kojiki had been written in an orthography that made large portions 
unreadable to even most educated readers from about 800 to almost 
1800 (when Motoori Norinaga 本居宣長 decoded the text through 
his philological cryptology). Nor would such an audience have had 
a clue that almost all the major creative, systematic philosophical 
thinkers in Japanese history from 800 to 1600 had been Buddhist, 
not Shinto. (And they were later joined in the ensuing one hun-
dred and fifty years by Confucians of various ilk, again not Shinto 
thinkers). Yet, the Meiji state ideology was to emphasize Shinto over 
Buddhism and to relegate Confucianism to morality, especially as 
filtered through bushidō 武士道. Either knowingly or unknowingly, 
Aston and Chamberlain were reflecting what amounted to only a 
fairly recent Japanese reconstruction of its own civilizational origins.

Let us turn now to the Americans of this era. The early American 
students of Japan were, perhaps predictably, less concerned with dis-
covering the classic texts at the roots of Japanese civilization. Instead 
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their interests were more populist. And when they focused on elite 
culture, they were often more attracted to the fine arts than to the 
written word. The paradigmatic writer for the former was Lafcadio 
Hearn (1850–1904). Born in Greece (of maternal Greek and pater-
nal Anglo-Irish stock), Hearn was raised in Dublin, but eventually 
found his way to America, where he became a journalist for a news-
paper in Cincinnati, Ohio. He spent the last fourteen years of his life 
in Japan, however, where he was a writer for the English-language 
Kobe Chronicle before Chamberlain got him a job teaching English 
literature at Tokyo University. Hearn was nostalgic for Old Japan (as 
he understood it) and wrote books about Japanese folktales, ghost 
stories, and rural culture. He even “went native” and took a Japanese 
wife from a samurai family and gave himself a Japanese name 
(Koizumi Yakumo). His romantic works on Japan, such as Glimpses 
of an Unfamiliar Japan (1894), Shadowings (1900), Japan: An Attempt 
at an Interpretation (1904), and Kwaidan (1904), were very popular 
among English readers. His interest in the traditional life of rural 
Japan also meshed with the burgeoning interest among Japanese 
themselves in their own ethnological and folkloric studies (some of 
which grew out of kokugaku interests, starting with the peasant eth-
nography of Hirata Atsutane 平田篤胤).

Between the myths of Kojiki and Nihonshoki and the folktales 
related by Hearn, anglophone readers gleaned a picture of Japan as 
rustic, simple, and not necessarily very sophisticated intellectually. 
That conception was attenuated, however, by the increasing west-
ern awareness of Japanese fine arts. In some ways, the arts played 
a role for the western image of Japan comparable to the role of the 
western image of the “ancient wisdom cultures” applied to India 
and China. That is: like the ancient wisdom culture of China and 
India, the fine arts culture of Japan was something westerners could 
admire in spite of—and often because of—its exotic nature. Some 
European impressionists were fascinated with Japanese woodblocks 
and the Japanese displays of native arts and crafts were big hits at 
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such venues as the 1893 Columbian Exposition in Chicago. In the 
scholarly appreciation of Japan’s traditional fine arts, the American 
philosopher, Ernest Francisco Fenollosa (1853–1908), played a cen-
tral role. Fenollosa had studied philosophy and sociology at Harvard 
and was brought to Japan in 1878 to teach philosophy and logic at 
Tokyo University. In that capacity, he influenced the development 
of modern Japanese philosophy insofar as he was a mentor to such 
important Meiji philosophers as Inoue Tetsujirō 井上哲次郎, Miyake 
Setsurei 三宅雪嶺, and Inoue Enryō 井上円了. (It is interesting that 
these three thinkers, unlike Nishi Amane, uniformly considered 
tetsugaku to be an Asian as well as western enterprise and in their 
own philosophies attempted east-west syntheses.) Fenollosa played 
a crucial role in developing the Japanese intellectuals’ own interests 
in their traditional art objects of high culture, which many Meiji 
intellectuals had been too quick to abandon in favor of the fashion 
emphasizing things western. Yet, as much as Fenollosa appreciated 
Japanese traditional material arts, he did not seem to have any inter-
est in traditional Japanese philosophical ideas, even aesthetics. His 
writings, almost all published posthumously (the poet, Ezra Pound, 
was his literary executor), were on the history of East Asian art (The 
Masters of Ukiyoe and Epochs of Chinese and Japanese Art) and Nō ô 
drama, not philosophy—either western or Japanese.

The fact that traditional Japan did have spiritual ideas not lim-
ited to Shinto was not lost on everyone, however. Not surprisingly, 
Christian missionaries were among those who realized the impor-
tance of Buddhist doctrines and values in everyday Japanese life. A 
good example of such a scholar was August Karl Reischauer (1879–
1971), the father of the famous American scholar and ambassador to 
Japan, Edwin O. Reischauer. Besides founding what is now Tokyo 
Women’s Christian University, the elder Reischauer was deeply 
involved in the (frustrating) attempt to convert Japan to Christianity. 
Like the missionaries centuries before who had translated the texts 
and written commentaries on the spiritual doctrines of Indian and 
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Chinese religions, Reischauer wrote on Japanese Buddhism: Studies 
in Japanese Buddhism (1917), and Ojoyoshu: Collected Essays on Birth 
into Paradise (1930). His hope was to give Christian missionaries a 
grasp of Japanese spiritual ideas and values to help them in their task 
of conversion. 

Other important works on Buddhism from this early period 
included Sir Charles Eliot’s Japanese Buddhism (1935), Arthur Lloyd’s 
The Creed of Half Japan: Historical Sketches of Japanese Buddhism 
(1911), William Elliot Griffis’ Religions of Japan: From the Dawn of 
History to the Era of Meiji (1904), and Robert Cornell Armstrong’s 
Buddhism and Buddhists in Japan (1927). None of these books took 
a particularly philosophical approach to Buddhist teachings, but 
at least enough reference was made to Buddhist doctrines that one 
might at least suspect there had been at least some philosophical 
development in premodern Japan. Unfortunately, because the books 
were published mainly in the period between the two world wars, 
the potential western audience was distracted by other issues. And 
the window of opportunity for the missionaries to build on their 
spiritual insights into Japan as a means of converting the country to 
Christianity had long since closed. So, the appreciation of Japanese 
Buddhism as a philosophical and spiritual tradition did not find a 
milieu in which to flourish. 

During this period, there was also some initial scholarship on 
Japanese literature and cultural history among the British. The two 
notables in this field were, respectively, Arthur Waley (1889–1966) 
and Sir George Bailey Sansom (1883–1965). Waley was a translator 
in the employ of the British Museum and from 1919–1933 trans-
lated various Japanese literary classics including poems, Nō plays, 
the Pillow Book, and Tale of Genji. He subsequently turned more 
to Chinese texts including the Analects. Waley was outside the tur-
moils of Japanese ideology at the time inasmuch as his language 
skills in Japanese and Chinese were largely self-taught and he never 
visited East Asia. Waley, though not a philosopher in any sense, did 
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reveal some philosophical nuance in his translation of Confucius. 
However, in his choice of materials to translate from the Japanese 
tradition, he did display any particular philosophical interests. His 
major influence on anglophone readers was to stir their interest in 
classical Japanese literature. In effect he did for Japanese literature 
what Fenollosa did for Japanese fine arts. Waley’s translations further 
reinforced the anglophone reader’s impression that the Japanese were 
better artists than thinkers.

Whereas Waley never went to Japan, George Sansom was a long-
time resident in his role as diplomat-scholar. For the most part, how-
ever, his historiographical interests allowed him some distance from 
the State Shinto ideology that had served as the context of Aston 
and Chamberlain’s work. As demonstrated in his 1928 An Historical 
Grammar of Japanese and his 1931 Japan: A Short Cultural History, 
Sansom had a good grasp of the complex development of Japanese 
civilization. He had some feel for the intellectual strains running 
alongside cultural developments and, although he did not address 
the issue of Japanese philosophy, he did at least present a rich enough 
picture of Japanese culture that one could at least imagine they had a 
philosophical tradition of some sort and that they were more than a 
culture of myths, folktales, and various arts. 

After the Pacific War, Sansom finished his scholarly career in the 
United States at Columbia and then Stanford Universities. His three 
volume History of Japan, written between 1958 and 1963 became a 
model of Japanese cultural history for the anglophone world, at 
least until a latter generation of American intellectual historians 
brought their leftist concerns about ideology to their historical stud-
ies of Japan starting the late 1970s. Sansom’s lack of focus on Japan’s 
political ideologies had lent his work a refreshing independence in 
the 1930s, but that same quality seemed more a blindspot to the 
neo-Marxian Japanese historians writing in America during the late 
1970s and 1980s.
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The postwar study of japanese philosophy in the 
english-speaking world

With the war’s end in 1945, the United States and, to a 
lesser extent Great Britain, set out to rebuild Japan into a model 
Asian capitalist democracy. The Maoist revolution in China and the 
Korean Conflict lent all the more urgency to this plan, especially in 
the minds of the Americans. Rebuilding Japanese society included 
refurbishing the image of Japan from being an arch-enemy to a 
staunch and admirable ally. Obviously, in its wartime associations 
with ultranationalism and militarism, Shinto could no longer be 
called the “national faith of Japan,” as it had been characterized by D. 
C. Holtom in the title of his 1938 book. In general, the anglophone 
scholars’ would turn away from their earlier interest in Shinto. It was 
not until 1968 that Donald L. Philippi would supply a much needed 
replacement for Chamberlain’s 1906 translation of Kojiki and Aston’s 
translation of Nihonshoki has still not been superseded by any new 
translation. So, if not Shinto and its “classic” texts, what would be 
the new focus for western scholarship?

Part of the refurbishing of Japan’s image was the English-
speaking world’s increasing appreciation for the Japanese literary tra-
dition. After the war, Japan was awash with ex-intelligence personnel 
from Britain and the United States whom the military had trained 
as translators. These individuals had been singled out for Japanese 
language training by their military commanders because of their lin-
guistic skills, not their spirituality (as had been the case in the mis-
sionary translators of India and China) nor for their proclivity for 
abstract thought (logicians were more useful as code-breakers than 
translators). Hence, these ex-gis, such as Donald Keene and Edward 
Seidensticker tended to gravitate toward being translators and inter-
preters of Japanese literature, picking up the project begun by Waley 
before the War. The steady flow of Japanese literature—both clas-
sical and modern—into English translation also fit well the earlier 
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emphasis by Hearn and Fenollosa in characterizing the Japanese as 
story-tellers with a keen aesthetic sense. This reinforced the idea that 
the Japanese were better poets and novelists than thinkers. Hence, 
the “oxymoron of Japanese philosophy” was born in the mind of 
many major English-speaking Japanologists of the postwar period. 
But there was an undercurrent running against this mainstream, 
although it was barely discernible at first.

Another way to present the new image of Japan to the west 
would be to highlight its secular academic tradition of philosophy: 
the western-influenced academic philosophizing that had taken 
root in the Meiji period and continued to develop at the major 
universities, especially Kyoto and Tokyo. Hence, with the support 
and endorsement of unesco, a book by each of the two greatest 
philosophers of each institution was translated into English. The 
American, Valdo Viglielmo, translated Nishida Kitarō’s Zen no ken-
kyū 禅の研究 (A Study of Good, 1960) and the Englishman, Geoffrey 
Bownas, translated Watsuji Tetsurō’s 和辻哲郎 Fūdo 風土 (Climate 
and Culture: A Philosophical Study, 1961). Of Nishida’s works, Zen 
no kenkyū was an obvious and appropriate choice to introduce the 
English-speaking world to modern Japan’s academic philosophy. The 
Japanese work had had an enormous impact on the Japanese aca-
demic scene, had established Nishida as a major philosopher worthy 
of national attention, and had in effect launched the Kyoto School 
of philosophy. The choice of the Watsuji volume by the unesco com-
mittee was, by comparison, a little idiosyncratic. The committee had 
probably chosen that volume because it was a relatively early work 
by Watsuji, written just after his return from studying philosophy 
in Germany, but the topic was not one that would attract the atten-
tion of most western readers. Furthermore, it was hardly Watsuji’s 
best work, or even his best early work. (I would have thought the 
Ningen no gaku to shite no rinrigaku 人間の学としての倫理学 of 1934 
to have been a more engaging work for a western audience and one 
that demonstrates the themes of culture-society-individual-ethics for 
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which Watsuji is most famous.) Perhaps because Watsuji had grown 
increasingly critical of American society in his later works, however, 
it was probably deemed safest to pick a book from his earlier years. 
Unfortunately, because of the limited publication run in Japan and 
poor distribution for both books, they did not achieve much visibil-
ity among anglophone audiences. 

In the long run Viglielmo’s taking a position in modern Japanese 
literature at the University of Hawai‘i was probably as significant 
as his translation of Zen no kenkyū. When Robert J. J. Wargo also 
subsequently joined the philosophy department at the end of the 
1960s, the University of Hawai‘i became the only institution in 
the English-speaking world with two scholars actively focusing on 
modern Japanese philosophy. Through both its scholarly press and 
its department of philosophy, the University of Hawai‘i would play 
a crucial role in the study of Japanese philosophy in the English-
speaking world. Under its founding chairman, Charles A. Moore, 
the philosophy department had had an interest in Asian philosophy 
going back to its hosting a series of East-West Philosophers confer-
ences beginning in the 1930s. In 1951 it established the only English- 
language journal in the western world devoted entirely to articles on 
Asian or comparative (Asian-western) philosophy: Philosophy East 
and West. In its original Asian curriculum and in its early publica-
tion projects, the department used a threefold classification system 
for Asian thought: Indian philosophy, Chinese philosophy, and 
Buddhist philosophy. This was the same categorization used in the 
plan for the first significant series of sourcebooks on Asian philos-
ophy to appear in English and published by Princeton University 
Press. Although only two volumes ever appeared—the Sourcebook of 
Indian Philosophy (edited by Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan and Charles 
A. Moore) and the Sourcebook of Chinese Philosophy (edited by Wing-
tsit Chan)—the original project was to have three volumes, the third 
being a Sourcebook of Buddhist Philosophy. (Only many years later did 
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the idea—also as yet unrealized—arise that there might be a fourth 
volume in the series, A Sourcebook of Japanese Philosophy.) 

Therefore, partly through the influence from Hawai‘i, the U.S. 
flagship in the study of east-west philosophy, Japanese philosophy 
was originally classified as a subset of Buddhist philosophy. Such a 
categorization ignores all the philosophy in Japan that is not-Bud-
dhist: Confucian, Neo-Confucian, Shinto (such as kokugaku), and 
the secular academic philosophy of the modern period. This is such 
an odd characterization of the Japanese tradition that its cause is 
worth briefly exploring. 

If one did not want to consider Japanese philosophy a discrete 
tradition, one might have thought it most natural to place it under 
the rubric of Chinese philosophy. After all, Japan was deeply influ-
enced by Confucian as well as Buddhist thought and Buddhism 
came to Japan via China (either directly or as filtered through Korea, 
but either case using the Chinese language as its medium). So why 
would did the Hawai‘i faculty even think of putting Japanese phi-
losophy under Buddhist philosophy? The primary answer lies in the 
development of Buddhology as a field in modern Japan. In the Meiji 
period the influence of western scholarship liberated Japanese schol-
ars from the simply sectarian study of Buddhism within each tra-
dition (shūgaku 宗学) to a more independently academic approach 
emphasizing history, philology, and the comparative study of tra-
ditions. When this new form of nonsectarian and historical schol-
arship (bukkyōgaku 仏教学 found a home in the newly established 
imperial universities of Tokyo and Kyoto, it was important to the 
Meiji leaders that there be a complete break of the academic study 
of religion from the practice of religion. To avoid the appearance 
that the imperial universities were supporting “religious” scholarship 
(particularly Buddhist scholarship, given the new Shinto emphasis 
of the Imperial Restoration), bukkyōgaku was put into the curric-
ula as a subset of “Indian studies” (indogaku インド学). The impact 
of this development was far-reaching. First, since bukkyōgaku was to 
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be a subcategory of indogaku, Sanskrit became the lingua franca of 
Buddhist studies. This began the tradition, still common in Japanese 
Buddhist studies, of tracing all Japanese Buddhist terminology back 
to the “original” Sanskrit. Thus, in reading, say, Shinran, Nichiren, 
or Dōgen, Japanese scholars will sometimes analyze their key 
terms in light of the Sanskrit derivation even though none of those 
Kamakura-period Japanese knew a word of Sanskrit. The connec-
tions of those same Japanese key terms to Confucianism, Daoism, 
or Shinto (of which those Japanese thinkers did know a little bit) 
are often completely ignored. A second impact is that while bud-
dhologists claim, on one hand, that one cannot understand Japanese 
Buddhism without understanding Indian Buddhism first, there is a 
related tendency to see Japanese Buddhism as containing all previous 
Buddhism. Japanese Buddhism is, in this view, the culmination of all 
the Buddhist traditions. This is very much the dual viewpoint found 
in Takakusu Junjirō’s 高楠順次郎 Essentials of Buddhist Philosophy, a 
text published by the University of Hawai‘i in 1949 and edited by 
Wing-tsit Chan and Charles A. Moore, both teaching at Hawai‘i at 
the time. That historical context helps explain how Japanese philoso-
phy was associated with Buddhist philosophy at Hawai‘i .

Starting in the late 1960s, Japanese philosophy began to have 
more an identity of its own. First, the appointment of Wargo as an 
assistant professor at the University of Hawai‘i led to the develop-
ment of the first regularly offered course in America called “Japanese 
philosophy.” It focused only on the modern secular academic tradi-
tion and so had only a marginal connection to Buddhism. Second, 
when Charles A. Moore collected a series of essays from the East-
West Philosophers’ Conferences, he divided the collection into three 
volumes: The Indian Mind, The Chinese Mind, and The Japanese 
Mind (all published through the University of Hawai‘i Press in 1967 
and 1968). It was not until my arrival as an assistant professor in 
Hawai‘i in 1975, however, that the University of Hawai‘i department 
began to offer a sequence of courses in Japanese philosophy, both 
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premodern and modern. The treatment of Japanese philosophy as 
a continuous tradition led in 1977 to the field of “Japanese philoso-
phy” as an area of specialization with the department’s doctoral pro-
gram, joining the already established options of “Indian philosophy,” 
“Chinese philosophy,” “Buddhist philosophy,” and “Comparative 
philosophy.” Wargo had by then departed UH and I was his replace-
ment. Although I was the only specialist on Japanese philosophy 
in the department, we were also able to draw on the expertise of 
Viglielmo from East Asian Languages and Literatures and Alfred 
Bloom (a Shinran specialist) from Religious Studies. Furthermore, 
within the philosophy department, Roger T. Ames and Graham 
Parkes had secondary interests in Japan that helped bolster the pro-
gram significantly. (After my departure in 1981, Steve Odin filled the 
slot I had vacated.) 

Outside Hawai‘i, the major contributions to the development 
of modern Japanese philosophy in the United States was via the 
translations and articles written by David A. Dilworth of the State 
University of New York at Stony Brook. Dilworth collaborated with 
Viglielmo on the translation of Nishida’s Geijutsu to dōtoku 芸術
と道徳 (Art and Morality, University of Hawai‘i, 1973) and collab-
orated again (along with Agustín Jacinto Zavala) in compiling a 
22-essay, Sourcebook for Modern Japanese Philosophy (Westport, CT: 
Greenwood Press, 1998). Besides several essays published in jour-
nals, Dilworth was also the sole translator of Nishida’s Last Writings: 
Nothingness and the Religious Worldview (Honolulu: University of 
Hawai‘i, 1989) and his Fundamental Problems of Philosophy (Tokyo: 
Sophia University Monograph Series, 1970), as well as Fuku
zawa Yukichi’s 福沢諭吉Encouragement of Learning (Tokyo: Sophia 
University, Monumenta Nipponica Monograph Series, 1969).

Coincident with these developments, the study of premodern 
Japanese thought was also on the rise in the United States. With the 
impact of D. T. Suzuki in the 1950s and 1960s, the interest in Zen 
Buddhist studies skyrocketed on American campuses. Pioneers in the 



94  |  Japanese Philosophy in the English-Speaking World

philosophical approach to Zen in the United States included Paul 
Wienpaul and Van Meter Ames. English translations of Zen texts 
were beginning to appear, in part to meet the interests of Zen com-
munities sprouting up around America. Shin Buddhist translations 
also continued as a service to the increasing number of Japanese-
American Shin Buddhists (mostly in Hawai‘i and the west coast 
of the U.S. and Canada) who could no longer easily read Japanese 
materials. At about the same time, partly in response to heightened 
interest among students, buddhology started to assume a more 
prominent place in the American and Canadian academies with 
major training sites being Harvard (under Masatoshi Nagatomi), 
Yale (under Stanley Weinstein), Chicago (under Joseph Kitagawa), 
University of Wisconsin (under Richard Robinson), University of 
British Columbia (under Leon Hurvitz), and Berkeley (under Lewis 
Lancaster). While none of these scholars were philosophers, some 
of them (and their students) had distinctively philosophical inter-
ests. For the study of Japanese Confucianism, the early American 
scholarship developed mainly in programs of intellectual history at 
various institutions, such as those supervised by William Theodore 
deBary at Columbia, Peter Nosco in USC, and Tetsuo Najita and 
Harry Harootunian at the University of Chicago. Again, these were 
not primarily philosophical programs, but some thinkers and texts 
of philosophical import were often studied. 

Starting in the 1980s, the study of Japanese philosophy in the 
English-speaking world, especially the United States and Canada, 
has been showing steady progress. A major factor was the involve-
ment of the Jan Van Bragt and James Heisig of the Nanzan Institute 
for Religion and Culture in the translation of modern Japanese 
philosophy works of the Kyoto School and related critical studies. 
Unlike the earlier translations of modern Japanese philosophy, these 
works were published in major academic presses with wide distri-
bution throughout the English-speaking world. Along with the 
involvement of English-speaking philosophers from Japan such as 
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Abe Masao, these efforts have created a significant stir in the United 
States, especially among philosophical theologians such as John 
Cobb, David Tracy, Langdon Gilkey, and Gordon Kaufman. It was 
as if the spiritual interest that had formally been limited to India 
and China was not being applied to Japan as well. There was a key 
difference, however. As a living tradition, the Kyoto School phi-
losophers were also studying western philosophy and were able to 
engage in an dialogue with the west. Partly through the dynamic 
of this exchange and the interest in Japanese philosophy shown by 
the English-speaking west, Japanese philosophy—both modern and 
premodern—started to gain added attention within Japan as well. 

The interest in studying Japanese philosophy was enhanced 
within English-speaking North America by the involvement of the 
next generation of American, Canadian, and Japanese-American 
scholars including John Maraldo, Shigenori Nagatomo, Christopher 
Ives, Robert E. Carter, Michiko Yusa, Graham Parkes, Steve Odin, 
Steven Heine, Dale Wright, and myself. Through the efforts of 
such scholars, the sharp boundaries dividing modern and premod-
ern Japanese philosophy have gradually eroded. Although scholars 
may still specialize more in one area than the other, the disconti-
nuities between premodern and modern Japanese philosophy have 
come to be deemphasized in light of important continuities. This 
reflects, incidentally, the view of most major modern Japanese phi-
losophers themselves. For example, Watsuji Tetsurō, Miki Kiyoshi 三
木 清, Nishitani Keiji 西谷啓治, Takeuchi Yoshinori 武内義範, Ueda 
Shizeteru 上田閑照, Sakabe Megumi 坂部 恵, and Yuasa Yasuo 湯浅
泰雄 all wrote books about premodern Japanese thinkers, treating 
them as having an important philosophical profile. 

The generation of U.S. and Canada based scholars of Japanese 
philosophy we are discussing here (let us refer to them simply as 
“second generation” scholars) also benefited in their work from occa-
sional collaboration of scholars in religion or literature who have 
contributed various insights into Japanese philosophy, both premod-
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ern and modern. Two prominent examples include William LaFleur 
and Michael (Michele) Marra. In addition, as this generation of 
scholars approaches retirement, there are a cadre of able younger 
scholars who are already making crucial contributions and will be 
able successors. To mention just four: Gereon Kopf, Yoko Arisaka, 
Mark Unno, and Bret Davis. They typify the core of what we can 
call the “third generation” of anglophone scholars of Japanese phi-
losophy.

Let us encapsulate this analysis of the postwar situation. With 
the changing environment of Japan-U.S. relations, the English-read-
ing audience has had the opportunity to engage the religious and 
philosophical traditions of Japan in a way not previously possible. 
The interest in Japanese philosophical thought has arisen from sev-
eral fronts. Academically, the University of Hawai‘i has played a cen-
tral role in this history and the importance of Hawai‘i’s achieving 
U.S. statehood in 1959 was critical. With Hawai‘i as a state and not 
merely a territory, the University of Hawai‘i and the federally-funded 
East-West Center were able to achieve a special prominence in the 
American academic scene. With its large Japanese-American pop-
ulation and its long-standing connections with Japan, Hawai‘i was 
the obvious site for initiating the study of Japanese philosophy in 
the United States. On the publishing front, again the University of 
Hawai‘i Press (including its premiere journal Philosophy East and 
West) would lead the way, but there would also be significant sup-
port from such sources as Sophia University and its Monumental 
Nipponica journal and monograph series. Also published in Japan, 
Ōtani University’s journal The Eastern Buddhist became a critical link 
between the Kyoto School philosophers, Japanese scholars of Bud-
dhism interested in philosophical issues, and the growing number 
of English-language scholars interested in Japanese thought both 
modern and premodern. Through its series, Nanzan University used 
a variety of western publishers to make important books on Jap-
anese philosophy and translations of Japanese philosophical works 
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available to English readers. On a less institutionalized and broader 
intellectual front, east-west dialogue, including Buddhist-Christian 
dialogue, spurred further interactions between Japan and the west. 
It can even be argued that to some extent the increasing interest the 
west showed in Japanese philosophical thought led to a heightened 
sensitivity among Japanese intellectuals as to the importance of their 
own tradition. It is somewhat reminiscent of how Fenollosa’s appre-
ciation of the Japanese fine arts influenced modern Japan’s apprecia-
tion of its own artistic heritage.

Future development of the study of japanese  
philosophy in the english-speaking world

From what has been said up to here, it might seem that 
the future of the study of Japanese philosophy in the anglophone 
world is bright. There remain significant obstacles, however. First, 
despite their efforts, the second generation scholars did not make 
major inroads into the main training centers of philosophy in North 
America. The only philosophy department in the United States that, 
as a department, has made a permanent curricular commitment to 
Japanese philosophy is still the University of Hawai‘i. Even the State 
University of New York/Stony Brook where David Dilworth has 
spent his entire career teaching Japanese philosophy has not set up 
such a permanent program. When Dilworth retires it is not clear 
whether the department would replace him with another Japanese 
philosophy specialist. Furthermore, if we look at universities with 
the highest ranked East Asian programs and those with the high-
est ranked philosophy programs, the overlap (including institutions 
like Harvard, Michigan, Columbia, Yale, Chicago, Stanford, UCLA, 
Berkeley, Pittsburg, and USC) have no specialists in Japanese philos-
ophy. Indeed, almost all those departments are so committed to the 
Anglo-American strain of analytic philosophy (including areas like 
formal logic, cognitive science, and artificial intelligence) that they 
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seldom have strength even in Continental European, not to men-
tion Asian, philosophy. So, it is not likely they will expand soon into 
the area of Japanese philosophy, at least unless endowment funds 
specifically come to them for that purpose. (The few that do have 
permanent positions for Chinese philosophy seem to have had such 
external support at some point.) And even if they did, it is hard to 
imagine how doctoral students could be properly trained in mod-
ern Japanese philosophy without a solid background in European 
Continental thought to contextualize it. 

Different obstacles hinder the further study of premodern 
Japanese philosophy. In the past decade or two, there has been a trend 
within Buddhist studies in the United States to turn away from some 
of its earlier philosophical interests in doctrine and instead toward 
the study of cultural and social theory, often of the postmodern vari-
ety. This methodological approach brings a hermeneutic of suspicion 
to the reading of all “elite” texts, surmising the social and political 
agenda behind the institutions that produced those texts without 
much concern for or analysis of the arguments and philosophical 
insights within the texts themselves. This trend seems to be espe-
cially true in the field of East Asian Buddhism (where the line is 
followed to differing degrees by such prominent scholars as Bernard 
Faure and Carl Bielefeldt at Stanford, Robert Sharf at Berkeley, and 
George Tanabe at Hawai‘i ). 

A parallel tendency is influential within the study of Japanese 
intellectual history in America. Led originally by the University of 
Chicago duo of Najita and Harootunian, this approach tends to 
reduce all philosophy to disguised political ideology developed for 
the purposes of world domination and oppression of the masses. 
In this reading of intellectual history, both Edo-period kokugaku 
thought and the philosophies of almost all the modern Kyoto School 
philosophers, for example, are considered no more than masked 
nationalistic right-wing ideologies. The problem in this method-
ological approach is not that it tries to reveal the cultural-histori-
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cal-political contexts influencing what the philosophers wrote about. 
That would obviously be a valuable project: it helps us appreciate the 
conditions of thought in a given age and the role that philosophical 
ideas might have played in either reinforcing or undermining them. 
But this methodology tends to go much further: it typically takes this 
background context and treats it as the “real meaning” and “hidden 
agendas” lurking behind the text. In so doing, it denies the integrity 
of the thinker’s distinctive position and obscures the nuanced way 
any individual thinker both reflects and responds against the ideolo-
gies of one’s own time and place. 

In short: in an earlier stage of their development in America, 
Buddhist studies and Japanese intellectual history complemented 
work that was being done in Japanese philosophy. There is some 
indication, however, that this complementary working relationship 
may be dissolving. Some important scholars in the areas of Buddhist 
studies and Japanese intellectual history are taking a stance that 
marginalizes the philosophical character of some of the materials on 
which they work. Contextualization of the philosophical thinker has 
often been replaced by contestation against philosophizing itself. 

Because of these changing contexts in English-speaking schol-
arship, if Japanese philosophy is to develop further as a discipline in 
America, it will probably happen initially outside standard philoso-
phy programs. For example, over the years Temple University (under 
Shigenori Nagatomo, who did his doctoral work at the University of 
Hawai‘i) has trained some specialists in Japanese philosophy under 
the rubric of its religious studies program. In some other cases, grad-
uate students have gone to Japan to study Japanese philosophy in 
order to supplement what they could not do in their American grad-
uate programs in philosophy. The key question is, however, how to 
generate enough interest in Japanese philosophy among western phi-
losophers so that they will want to expand their programs to include 
faculty members with such an expertise. Here, it seems to me, the 
major responsibility falls on the shoulders of what we have desig-
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nated the “second generation” of scholars. These individuals are in 
the final decade or so of their teaching careers and have the knowl-
edge of both Japanese philosophy and American academic politics 
to try to make a difference. There are four kinds of projects in which 
they might participate.

First, it is time to realize the long-standing plan to publish a 
Sourcebook for Japanese Philosophy that would give an overview of the 
whole tradition in readable translations. It is important to keep in 
mind the undergraduate classroom as a main audience for this work. 
It was the undergraduates of the 1960s who became enamored with 
Zen Buddhism and spurred the development of graduate programs 
in Buddhist studies throughout the English-speaking academy. 
So, the sourcebook must be available in paperback and not be too 
expensive. It should have a good bibliography so students (and their 
professors) know where to look for more information. And it should 
also have the apparatus (such as the inclusion of kanji) that would 
allow it to serve as a ready reference tool for graduate students and 
for philosophers who may be learning Japanese or who may know an 
orthographically-related language like Chinese. 

Second, ways should be found for getting selections from 
Japanese philosophy into standard philosophy textbooks and anthol-
ogies of readings. One project might be to have translated works 
available on the internet arranged by philosophical category. For 
example, if a philosophy professor were teaching an introductory 
course on ethics, that professor might include in the course assign-
ments a translated piece from, say, Watsuji, Nishida, or Dōgen. This 
would especially be true if it were readily available on the internet 
(at no cost). The same would obviously apply to courses in aes-
thetics, political philosophy, metaphysics, and so forth. Once such 
internet translations were available, they would have to be publi-
cized through, say, the American Philosophical Association. Another 
way to make Japanese philosophical essays more available would be 
through inclusion in present popular textbooks of readings for intro-
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ductory philosophy courses (mainly courses like “introduction to 
philosophy” or “ethics”). This might mean systematically contacting 
the authors/publishers of such books and suggesting readings they 
might include.

Third, there is a need for a good survey of the history of Japanese 
philosophy. That is actually my current project. I have been working 
on it for some years, but it is now finally nearing completion. This 
will, I hope, help contextualize the field and make it more accessible 
to nonspecialists. I would hope others would pursue similar kinds of 
projects that are meant to serve the needs of nonspecialists as well as 
colleagues in the field.

Fourth, although I currently know of no practical way to fund 
this, it would be of great value to establish a special program for phi-
losophers who are already established in their fields (for example, as 
tenured faculty in philosophy departments), but who would like to 
learn more about Japanese philosophy so that they could teach about 
it in their classes. I can imagine, for example, a one-year program 
wherein a group of, say, five to ten philosophers would study a little 
Japanese language, take some seminars, and develop a syllabus for 
a course they will teach focusing on Japanese philosophy. I would 
imagine the program being held someplace in the United States for 
about half the year and in Japan for the other half. Seminars, work-
shops, and lectures could be supplied by a variety of scholars from 
both the U.S. and Japan. If the program ran for just four years, the 
result would be twenty to forty new courses in Japanese philosophy 
offered at twenty to forty different institutions. Since all the profes-
sors would already be tenured faculty, one could count on the pro-
gram’s having a continued effect for many years.

If Japanese philosophy is to flourish as a field in the English-
speaking academy, we need to think of how to effect such practical 
programs. This can be the legacy of the “second generation” of schol-
ars and the departure point for the third generation in their attempts 
to expand the field.
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The Contribution of Overseas Japanese

Arisaka Yōko

During the last seventy years there have been a num-
ber of Japanese scholars who have made contribu-

tions to the scholarship of Japanese philosophy abroad. Today the 
number of Japanese scholars abroad is not large, but they continue 
to make valuable contributions as mediators and as scholars with 
unique perspectives, as they continue to work and publish in lan-
guages other than Japanese while maintaining contact with scholar-
ship within Japan. 

Perhaps these scholars may be categorized according to the fol-
lowing three types: 

1. Those whose primary contributions included introductions of 
either Zen or Japanese thought to the west (Suzuki Shunryū 
and D. T. Suzuki, Nakamura Hajime).

2. Japanese scholars who are based primarily in Japan but whose 
important works have been translated and widely read (Abe 
Masao, Nishitani Keiji, Izutsu Toshihiko, and Yuasa Yasuo 
in English, Ōhashi Ryōsuke in German, Nakamura Yūjirō in 
French).

3. Contemporary scholars who base themselves primarily outside 
Japan (Nagatomo Shigenori, Sakai Naoki, Yusa Michiko, 
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and Arisaka Yōko in the United States, and Asari Makoto, 
Kobayashi Toshiaki, Matsudo Yukio in Europe). 

The present essay focuses on those scholars with backgrounds in the 
United States.

An overview of japanese thought  
in the united states

In terms of introducing Japanese thought to the west, 
the earliest wave began as early as the 1930s with the works of D. T. 
Suzuki (1879–1966). During the years from 1897 to 1909 he was an 
assistant to Paul Carus, founder of Open Court Publishing, in La 
Salle, Illinois. It was during this time that Suzuki began his carrer 
of publishing works on Buddhism. His first publication in English, 
Outlines of Mahayana Buddhism, appeared as early as 1907. He 
returned to Japan in 1909 but continued to publish extensively in 
English. In 1921 (the year he became a professor at Ōtani University 
in Kyoto) he established the Eastern Buddhist Society and founded 
the journal The Eastern Buddhist, which remains to this day one of 
the main publication venues for Asian philosophy and Buddhism. 
His Manual of Zen Buddhism appeared in 1934 and for the next thirty 
years Suzuki continued to publish on Zen. His works include The 
Zen Doctrine of No Mind: The Significance of the Sutra of Hui-neng 
(1949), Essays in Zen Buddhism (in a 3-part series, 1949, 1953, 1953), 
and his most popular book, Zen and Japanese Culture (1970, origi-
nally published in 1938 as Zen Buddhism and its Influence on Japanese 
Culture), which was translated and published in Japan for the first 
time in 1940. After 1949 he returned frequently to the United States 
as a visiting scholar at Columbia University and lectured extensively 
on Buddhism. 

While some scholars complain that Suzuki’s treatment of Zen is 
simplistic and problematic both in terms of historical and scholastic 
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content, for many students of Asian thought Suzuki’s works have 
served as an important entry-point into the wider scholarship of 
Asian philosophy and his books continue to be used widely as text-
books in introductory-level courses in Asian Philosophy. As such, 
if not the technical scholarship, his contribution for popularizing 
Asian philosophy (particularly Zen) in the west should be acknowl-
edged. 

The “other Suzuki,” Suzuki Shunryū (1904–1971), moved to 
the United States in 1959 to become abbot at the Sōkō-ji Temple 
in San Francisco. He founded the San Francisco Zen Center in 
1962 and wrote the widely read and much appreciated Zen Mind, 
Beginner’s Mind (1970). Although not in the strict sense a philos-
opher or Buddhist scholar, he had a tremendous impact in on the 
establishment of a culture of “American Zen.” Since the 1970s, the 
movement he inaugurated has taken on a life of its own in the San 
Francisco Bay Area, resulting in several popular publications (such 
as the Tassajara monastery cookbooks) and spreading to other major 
cities in the United States.

Another influential author during this period was Nakamura 
Hajime (1912–1999). Together with the books of D.T. Suzuki, his 
Ways of Thinking of Eastern Peoples: India, China, Tibet, Japan (1964) 
represents one of the early comprehensive texts that helped launch 
the field of comparative philosophy and invigorated the “east-west 
dialogue” in the 1960s. A scholar of Japanese and Asian intellectual 
history in his own right, Nakamura’s History of the Development 
of Japanese Thought: From 592 to 1868 was published by Columbia 
University Press in 2003.

These publications were integrated into the American intellec-
tual world during the complex intellectual and historical develop-
ments of the past fifty years. During the 1950s and 1960s academia 
in the United States, especially in fields such as philosophy and 
political science, experienced the subtle but unmistakeable influ-
ence of McCarthyism. For example, as John McCumber chronicles 
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in his Time in the Ditch: American Philosophy and the McCarthy Era 
(Northwestern University Press, 2001), in the field of philosophy, 
analytic philosophy (especially linguistic philosophy) came to dom-
inate as the more pragmatically or socio-politically oriented philos-
ophers—especially those having anything to do with Marxism—
found themselves labelled as “dangerous” and were hard pressed to 
find a university that would hire them. 

As academic philosophy became narrower and narrower in its 
pursuit of logical truth-claims, and as the general culture of xeno-
phobia and eurocentrism spread, there was little interest in or room 
for Asian philosophy. In fact, it was not considered philosophy at 
all. Asian thought and comparative philosophy found themselves 
shunted primarily into departments of comparative religions or east-
ern religions (“religion,” especially those from the east, being consid-
ered “non-political” and therefore safe), or of Japanese history. 

At the same time, there was a growing interest in area studies, 
including Asia and the Pacific. One of the chief reasons was that 
it was deemed necessary to “strengthen understanding of and rela-
tions to other cultures in all their aspects” for security reasons (the 
basis for the establishment of the East-West Center in Honolulu 
by the U.S. Congress in 1960). As research into these questions was 
encouraged, comparative philosophy, the “east-west dialogue,” and 
Buddhist studies flourished. Within this framework the study of 
Japanese philosophy in the United States was in effect removed from 
the field of philosophy.

These historical circumstances helped shape subsequent aca-
demic developments as well. As is evident from the kinds of books 
published during this time, “understanding the eastern mind,” or 
comparative thought within an “east vs. west” framework, and “dia-
logue” between east and west dominated the intellectual discussion 
until the 1980s. Throughout it all Japanese philosophy continued to 
be viewed as a part of eastern religious thought. 
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With the end of the Cold War postmodernism became more 
fashionable in academia, and led to the viewing of certain disci-
plines as promoting cultural essentialism. This cloud fell over area 
studies and the underlying framework of “east-west” research. 
This trend grew stronger throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s 
with the introduction of postcolonial studies and the critiques of 
orientalism. Needless to say, the publication of Edward Said’s 
Orientalism in 1978 had a profound effect in how issues related to 
the “east” were presented in academia. In fields such as cultural 
studies and comparative literature, where the influence of decon-
struction was strongest, so-called monolithic cultural designations 
like “the west” or “the east” came to be regarded as intellectually 
suspect. The previously dominant east-west comparative framework 
lost its dominance or was outright rejected in some circles, and in its 
place attention shifted to discussions focused on globalization and 
internationalization. At present we remain in a transitional stage in 
which solid research is still being done in comparative thought and 
at the same time the foundations of this research is being subjected 
to criticism.

Another important development in the United States that 
influenced the way in which Japanese philosophy is understood 
and the place it is given in the academic world has to do with cri-
tiques of Japanese nationalism. In particular academically influen-
tial intellectual historians specializing in Japanese history, such as H. 
D. Harootunian, T. Najita, and their students from the “Chicago 
School” of East Asian History (Harootunian has since moved from 
the University of Chicago to New York University), classified the 
members of the Kyoto School as right-wing supporters of Japanese 
imperialism, and this judgment affected intellectual historians of 
Japan and East Asia across the board. In addition to the already ten-
uous relationship of Japanese philosophy to the field of philosophy, 
even historians of Japanese philosophy fell under suspicion and the 
academic study of Japanese philosophy as philosophy became still 
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more difficult (the University of Hawai‘i being an exception) on 
the grounds that interest in the history of such thinkers without an 
accompanying political critique amounts to an indirect defense of 
their political views.

The study of Japanese philosophy continues for the most part to 
be restricted to departments and programs of comparative thought, 
although during the last several years there has been a gradual shift 
within philosophical circles. As more and more university programs 
have come to require diversity components, Japanese philosophy has 
begun to appear as an elective and to be represented in introduc-
tory texts (usually consisting of excerpts from Watsuji, Nishitani, or 
Nishida, or secondary sources). To all appearances this is more than 
a temporary adjustment and there will be further interest in Japanese 
philosophy in the years ahead as the demographical makeup of the 
United States continues to change and as ties to Asia and the Pacific 
become more important.

Translations of works by scholars in japan

Against the historical background sketched above we 
may place a number of Japanese scholars who are based in Japan 
but whose works have been translated and read widely abroad. The 
two-volume anthology Sources of Japanese Tradition (1958, 1964), 
marks an important milestone in the introduction of Japanese phi-
losophy to the west. It includes translations from the writings of 
Nishida Kitarō, Watsuji Tetsurō, and others of the Kyoto School, 
such as Shimomura Toratarō. The collection as a whole brings 
together a wealth of primary sources, many of them for the first 
time in English, and has proved invaluable for students of Japanese 
thought and history (the first volume goes up to 1600 and the sec-
ond up to the present day). 

Along this same line, though still located primarily out-
side mainstream philosophy in the United States, are figures like 
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Nishitani Keiji (1900– 1990) and Abe Masao (1915– ), who carried on 
the tradition of the Kyoto School and Buddhist philosophy as well as 
elaborating their own philosophical positions. Many in the English-
speaking world who found Nishida too difficult to understand in 
translation welcomed the translations of Nishitani’s works as an 
alternative way into Japanese philosophy, and indeed his books went 
a long way towards making the key ideas of Kyoto School philoso-
phy accessible. Due in part to the translations of his students abroad, 
Abe’s writings are widely available in English and have earned him 
respect in the United States for his contribution to Buddhist philos-
ophy, to the understanding of the philosophy of the Kyoto School, 
and to the growing field of Buddhist-Christian dialogue. 

Another extraordinary scholar who made significant contri-
butions to comparative thought was Izutsu Toshihiko (1914–1993). 
During his illustrious career Izutsu was professor at the Institute 
of Cultural and Linguistic Studies in Keiō University, the Imperial 
Iranian Academy of Philosophy in Tehran, and McGill University 
in Canada. In 1958 he translated the Koran into Japanese but his 
researches extended beyond Islamic and Sufi studies to Hindu 
Advaita Vedanta, Mahayana Buddhism (particularly Zen), and phil-
osophical Taoism. His works in English on Islamic mysticism are 
widely renowned for their scholarship, as are his comparative studies 
of Zen and Islamic thought and of Taoism and Sufism.

Contemporary authors who may be placed in this same com-
pany of Japanese thinkers who have been translated and read abroad 
are Yuasa Yasuo and Karatani Kōjin in English, Nakamura Yūjirō in 
French, and Ōhashi Ryōsuke in German. Yuasa is professor emeritus 
at Ōbirin University. Among the works that have been translated by 
his students, his texts on the body have become an important repre-
sentative resource for philosophical elements from Asian traditions. 

Primarily a literary critic but also considered a philosopher, 
Karatani blends the fields of literary criticism, Marxism, and post-
modern thought as well as philosophical reflections on Japanese 



arisaka yōko |  109

literature, architecture, culture, and global politics—all of which 
are reflected in works translated into English. Standing outside the 
traditional east-west framework, Karatani has come to be associated 
with deconstructionist critiques. 

Nakamura Yūjirō’s publications on Nishida or the “theory of 
topos” in French are some of the first original texts by a Japanese 
scholar to become available to a French-speaking audience and, as 
such, have served as a valuable resource. In a similiar way, Ōhashi’s 
works in German are an accepted voice of authority among the 
German-speaking public on the philosophy of the Kyoto School. A 
philosopher in his own right, Ōhashi has published philosophical 
perspectives on Japanese aesthetics and intellectual history.

Important articles have also appeared in English on the phi-
losophy of the Kyoto School and Nishida’s thought by Matsumaru 
Hisao, Murata Jun’ichi, Nitta Yoshihiro, Noda Matao, Noé Keii-
chi, Ogawa Tadashi, Sakabe Megumi, and Ueda Shizuteru. All the 
papers, except for Noda’s, focus more on philosophy or contem-
porary analyses of culture than on the east-west dialogue. Among 
recent publications, Rude Awakenings: Zen, the Kyoto School, and the 
Question of Nationalism (1994) contains valuable articles by contem-
porary Japanese scholars Hirata Seikō, Horio Tsutomu, Kirita Kiy-
ohide, Minamoto Ryōen, Mori Tetsurō, Ueda Shizuteru, and Yusa 
Michiko. This book is also the first comprehensive publication in 
English to discuss the political issues surrounding the Kyoto School.

Japanese scholars abroad

Among Japanese scholars currently working in the United 
States are Nagatomo Shigenori, Sakai Naoki, Yusa Michiko, and 
Arisaka Yōko. Each of them represents a distinct approach to repre-
senting Japanese philosophy abroad. Nagatomo came to the United 
States at age twenty in 1969 and studied philosophy in Iowa, later 
receiving his Ph.D. from the University of Hawai‘i specializing in 
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comparative philosophy and Jungian depth-psychology. He cur-
rently teaches in the philosophy department at Temple Univer-
sity. In addition to a monograph on Miki Kiyoshi, Nagatomo has 
been instrumental in bringing Yuasa’s works to the attention of 
the English-speaking world, in particular his theories of the body. 
In connection with psychology east and west we may also mention 
Murakawa Haruhiko, who recently submitted a dissertation based 
on Yuasa’s work to the California Institute of Integral Studies. 

Sakai is currently professor of Asian Studies and Comparative 
Literature at Cornell University. Unique among contemporary 
Japanese scholars working in the United States, his work is broadly 
cross-disciplinary, encompassing literary criticism, theories of glo-
balization, intellectual history, theories of nationalism, racism, and 
philosophy. Sakai continues to keep a presence in the scholarly com-
munity of Japan. A former student and colleague of Harootunian, 
he is a leading representative of the recent critical (deconstructionist, 
postcolonial, postnationalist) approach to national or racial essen-
tialisms, including certain aspects of Japanese philosophy and the 
underlying assumption of east-west questions.

Yusa is professor of Japanese and East Asian Studies in the depart-
ment of Modern and Classical Languages at Western Washington 
University. She moved to the United States in the mid 1970s and 
received her Ph.D. in Religious Studies at the University of Santa 
Barbara. She stands in the forefront as a dedicated and consistent 
representative of the Kyoto School in the west. Her massive intellec-
tual biography of Nishida, Zen and Philosophy (2002), as well as her 
translations and numerous articles have been a valuable resource for 
scholars and students of modern Japanese philosophy alike.

Arisaka came to the United States in 1982 and received her 
Ph.D. in philosophy from the University of California, Riverside, 
in 1996. She is currently associate professor of philosophy at the 
University of San Francisco. Her research areas include Japanese phi-
losophy (with an emphasis on Nishida), phenomenology, feminism, 
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and critical theory. Along with others like Andrew Feenberg, John 
Maraldo, and Bret Davis, she is interested in integrating Japanese 
philosophy into the western philospohical tradition from within, 
rather than seeing it as a mere appendage or view from the outside. 
She also analyzes the various ways in which Japanese philosophy or 
questions related to Asia become situated and represented in intel-
lectual disciplines. 

Japanese philosophy has yet to shake free of the historical cir-
cumstances of its birth and is still lodged uncomfortably in the aca-
demic world, straddling the apolitical disciplines of comparative 
religion and philosophy on the one hand and the over-politicized 
approaches of modern intellectual history on the other. Compared 
with Chinese philosophy, the number of active scholars and publica-
tions produced is relatively very small, leaving it on the sidelines of 
mainstream philosophy in the United States. If, as suggested above, 
the philosphical academy is beginning to open its doors to contri-
butions from the non-western world and rid itself of its anachronis-
tic attachments to the west, there is much that discussions going on 
in the circles of Japanese philosophy can contribute to the process.
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La filosofía japonesa en España

Raquel Bouso

Si bien las relaciones hispano-japonesas tienen una 
larga historia, la posibilidad de cursar estudios japo-

neses en España es relativamente reciente. A falta de un decidido 
apoyo institucional, puede decirse que la producción académica 
sobre filosofía japonesa con que se cuenta actualmente, como resul-
tado de una suma de esfuerzos individuales y a menudo aislados, 
aunque meritoria, es más bien escasa, a lo que cabe añadir que gran 
parte de los pocos especialistas en dicha materia llevan a cabo su 
labor de investigación y docente en el extranjero. 

No obstante, una serie de hechos significativos recientes están 
contribuyendo a cambiar este panorama y pronostican un futuro 
algo más esperanzador como, por ejemplo, la inauguración de Casa 
Asia en Barcelona, las nuevas licenciaturas en Estudios Asiáticos, que 
por el momento ofrecen tres universidades españolas, cierta apuesta 
editorial por temas relativos a Oriente o la donación de la Itoh Scho-
larship Foundation de Tokio de un fondo bibliográfico sobre filoso-
fía japonesa contemporánea, uno de los más importantes de Europa, 
a una universidad española. 
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El orientalismo en España

Puede decirse que, en general, el estado español carece de 
una tradición académica consolidada en el campo de los estudios 
asiáticos. La investigación universitaria sobre orientalismo se ha 
fijado más en el Próximo que en el Lejano Oriente y más en la anti-
güedad que en épocas modernos. Aunque la creación en 1877 de la 
primera cátedra de sánscrito en España, en la Universidad de Madrid, 
contribuyó a la introducción de temas orientales en el ámbito uni-
versitario español, no es hasta mucho después, hacia 1960, cuando 
se inauguran, también en Madrid, una serie de cursos sobre estudios 
sobre Oriente y se crean, en los años setenta, los primeros departa-
mentos de estudios de lengua japonesa en las Escuelas Oficiales de 
Idiomas (en Madrid y Barcelona).1 

Los primeros diccionarios, manuales y ensayos sobre historia, 
literatura, arte o pensamiento japonés se deben a estudiosos perte-
necientes a órdenes religiosas, especialmente dominicos y jesuitas, 
quienes gracias a su labor misionera en Japón aprendieron japonés y 
han venido transmitiendo sus conocimientos sobre el país de acogida 
a su lugar de origen. En el campo del pensamiento, el interés de los 
primeros orientalistas se dirige sobre todo al budismo. Una muestra 
de ello es la obra de Jesús López-Gay, La mística del budismo. Los 
monjes no cristianos del Oriente (Madrid, 1974), así como sus nume-
rosos artículos publicados en revistas pioneras en España como el 
Boletín de la Asociación Española de Orientalistas (baeo) que se edita 
desde 1964.2 Otro ejemplo es la obra de Joaquín Pérez-Remon (1922-

1. Cf. Russell Webb, “Budismo en España e Iberoamérica” en Peter Harvey, El 
budismo. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998; pp. 362–380.

2. “El Monacato Budista” (baeo, iii, 1967), “Pātimokkha o “Reglas del Monacato 
Budista según las fuentes de la literatura Pāli” (que incluye una traducción de las 227 
reglas del código monástico, baeo, v, 1969), “El retiro de la vida de los monjes budistas” 
(baeo, vi, 1970), “La estructura de la meditación según el Dīgha Nikāya comparada con 
la del Yoga-Sūtra” (baeo, vii, 1971), “La oración en los monjes budistas” (baeo, xviii, 
1982), o “El Bodhisattva en los sutras del Mahayana” (baeo, xxii, 1986).
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1985), jesuita misionero en la India que enseñó Filosofía Oriental 
en la cátedra de Historia de las Religiones en la Universidad Jesuita 
de Deusto (Bilbao). Entre sus trabajos sobresale su obra Misticismo 
oriental y misticismo cristiano (Bilbao, 1985), así como varios artículos 
sobre budismo primitivo. 

Juan Mascaró (1897-1987) es otro nombre destacado entre los 
primeros orientalistas españoles. Especialista en sánscrito y pali, for-
mado en la Universidad de Cambridge y exiliado por la Guerra Civil 
a Inglaterra, tradujo el Dhammapada al inglés (Harmondsworth, 
1973) y al castellano (México, 1976). También Alfonso Verdú (1925), 
especialista en budismo sino-japonés, doctorado por la Universidad 
de Munich (Alemania) con una tesis sobre la experiencia religiosa 
del yoga y el zen, pasó un año en la Universidad de Sofía (Tokio) 
y después ha sido catedrático de Filosofía y Estudios del Este Asiá-
tico en la Universidad de Kansas (Estados Unidos). Entre sus publi-
caciones destacan El problema de la inmortalidad del alma según el 
budismo primitivo chino (Madrid, 1961), Dialectical Aspects in Budd-
hist Thought: Studies in Sino-Japanese Mahayana Idealism (Kansas, 
1974) o The Philosophy of Buddhism. A “Totalistic” Synthesis (La Haya, 
1981). Por último, entre los estudiosos actuales del pensamiento asiá-
tico cabe señalar a Ramiro A. Calle, autor de confesión budista que 
dirige un centro de yoga y meditación en Madrid y es profesor de 
la Universidad Abierta, ha escrito numerosos libros entre estudios 
especializados y obras divulgativas; Juan Masià Clavel, autor de Buda 
y los budismos (Madrid, 1996), jesuita y profesor de antropología filo-
sófica y bioética en las Universidades de Sophia (Japón) y Pontificia 
Comillas de Madrid; Amadeu Solé-Leris y Abraham Vélez de Cea, 
quienes han realizado una traducción conjunta de una selección del 
Majjhima Nikāa (Barcelona, 2000);3 el tibetanólogo Ramon Prats 

3. Amadeu Solé-Leris, La paraula del Buda (Barcelona: Abadia de Montserrat, 
1984); La meditación budista. (Barcelona: Martínez Roca, 1995); Abraham Vélez de Cea, 
doctor por la Universidad Complutense de Madrid, actualmente es profesor visitante 
en el departamento de Teología de la Georgetown University en Estados Unidos, ha 



124  |  La filosofía japonesa en España

(1946)4 o los especialistas en hinduismo Òscar Pujol y en estética 
oriental Chantal Maillard.5 

Un nombre que merece especial atención es Raimon Panikkar, de 
quien querríamos destacar su gran aportación a los estudios asiáticos 
no sólo en España sino a escala internacional, donde es un referente 
en el campo de la filosofía comparada y del diálogo interreligioso. De 
origen indio-catalán, fue ordenado sacerdote en 1946 y es doctor en 
filosofía y en ciencias por la Universidad de Madrid y en teología por 
la Universidad Laterana (Roma). Ha enseñado en las universidades 
de Madrid, Montreal, Varanasi, Bangalore, Roma, Harvard y ha sido 
profesor de Religious Studies en la Universidad de California, Santa 
Bárbara. Entre sus más de cuarenta libros y mil artículos publicados, 
destacamos por su relación con el tema que nos ocupa El silencio del 
Buddha. Una introducción al ateísmo religioso (Madrid, 1996) y La 
experiencia filosófica de la India (Madrid, 2000).

Si bien estos estudiosos han llevado adelante su interés por los 
sistemas de pensamiento orientales de forma individual y a menudo 
fuera de España, con el tiempo se han ido formando asociaciones a 
fin de poner en común las investigaciones y fomentar este tipo de 
estudios. Una fecha clave en el avance de los estudios japoneses en 
España es 1988, cuando se celebró una reunión para determinar el 
estado de la cuestión de los documentos sobre Japón y otros paí-
ses asiáticos conservados en los archivos españoles, así como de las 

publicado recientemente una traducción de Nāgārjuna, Versos sobre los fundamentos del 
camino del medio. (Barcelona: Kairós, 2003).

4. Profesor de estudios tibetanos durante doce años en el Instituto Oriental de 
la Universidad de Nápoles, ha publicado la traducción al castellano de El libro de los 
muertos tibetano (Madrid: Siruela, 1996).

5. Doctor en Filosofía y Literatura Sánscrita por la Banaras Hindu University, ac-
tualmente es director de programas educativos en Casa Asia, ha editado junto a Félix 
G. Ilárraz, La sabiduría del bosque. Antología de las principales Upanishads. Madrid: 
Trotta, 2003; Chantal Maillard ha sido profesora de Estética y Teoría de las Artes en 
la Universidad de Málaga y es autora, entre otros títulos, de La sabiduría como estética 
china. Confucianismo, budismo y taoísmo (Madrid: Akal, 1995) y junto a O. Pujol, Rasa. 
El placer estético en la tradición india (Varanasi: Indica Books, 1999).
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investigaciones y publicaciones al respecto. Los resultados de esta 
reunión se publicaron en las actas editadas por Francisco de Solano, 
El Oriente Ibérico: Investigaciones y Estado de la Cuestión (Madrid, 
1989). 

Ese mismo año también se fundó la Asociación Española de 
Estudios del Pacífico que agrupa a los especialistas en el área del 
Pacífico y celebró un congreso sobre “Las relaciones entre España 
y Japón en torno al Pacífico”. Poco después, en 1991, nacía y orga-
nizaba su primer congreso, el Instituto Español de Japonología, la 
primera institución dedicada exclusivamente a Japón.

Ya en la década de los noventa se crearon algunas cátedras en 
varias universidades y se empezaron a ofrecer cursos, seminarios y 
masteres en distintas disciplinas relativas al Japón. Podemos citar, 
a modo de ejemplo, la creación de la primera cátedra dedicada al 
Extremo Oriente en la Universidad Complutense de Madrid, 
“Expansión ibérica en el Pacífico”, ocupada por Leoncio Cabrero, 
la inauguración del Centre d’Estudis Japonesos de la Universitat 
Autónoma de Barcelona, el Centro Hispano-Japonés de la Universi-
dad de Salamanca o el Centro de Estudios de Asia Oriental fundado 
en 1992 en la Universidad Autónoma de Madrid. Sin embargo, la 
mayoría de centros que impartían cursos lo hacían de forma extra-
curricular, es decir, sin formar parte de los planes de estudio de títu-
los oficiales. De este modo, tal como concluía Taciana Fisac en su 
Libro Blanco sobre la Oferta y la Demanda de los Estudios Asiáticos 
en España, pese al interés real hacia Asia ratificado por el amplio 
número de estudiantes universitarios matriculados en cursos de len-
guas u otros estudios ofertados sobre Asia Oriental, la demanda que-
daba muy limitada.

Iniciativas recientes

En las últimas décadas estamos asistiendo a un cada vez 
más creciente interés por la cultura japonesa en España. Esto se ve, 
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por ejemplo, en la amplia oferta de cursos de técnicas de medita-
ción zen, artes marciales, talleres de caligrafía, ikebana o comida 
japonesa, los festivales de cine asiático, pero sobre todo en el hecho 
de que cada vez más jóvenes familiarizados con los productos de la 
subcultura japonesa, como el manga, estudian el idioma japonés y 
viajan cada vez con más frecuencia al Japón. Puesto que el mundo 
académico no permanece del todo ajeno a las modas culturales, este 
fenómeno está teniendo cierta repercusión en el ámbito universi-
tario y ante la incipiente demanda de estudios especializados sobre 
Asia, por fin puede empezar a hablarse de una respuesta favorable de 
las instituciones.

Licenciatura en Estudios Asiáticos

Las diferentes iniciativas surgidas en varios centros universitarios han 
conducido finalmente al reconocimiento oficial de carrera universita-
ria a una nueva licenciatura en Estudios Asiáticos, de segundo ciclo, 
es decir, que sólo pueden cursar estudiantes previamente diplomados 
o titulados.6 Desde el año pasado, 2003, la ofrecen la Universidad 
Autónoma de Madrid y, en Barcelona, en la Universidad Autónoma 
de Barcelona (donde se podía estudiar japonés como segunda lengua 
en la Facultad de Traducción e Interpretación) en colaboración con 
la Universidad Pompeu Fabra (cuya Facultad de Humanidades con-
taba con un Centro de Estudios sobre China), así como la universi-
dad a distancia, la Universitat Oberta de Catalunya (UOC). 

El plan de estudios de esta nueva licenciatura consta de una serie 
de asignaturas conjuntas obligatorias sobre materias diversas y la 
especialización en uno de los tres itinerarios: Estudios Chinos, Estu-
dios Japoneses y Estudios Coreanos. Entre las asignaturas de lengua, 
historia, economía y política, figuran también el “pensamiento” y “el 
budismo”. Esta iniciativa, aunque aún incipiente, puede dar un giro 

6. El 28 de marzo del 2002 el Consejo de Ministros español aprobó por Real Decre-
to 360/2003 la creación de la nueva Licenciatura en Estudios de Asia Oriental.
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espectacular a los estudios en España sobre Asia en general y sobre 
Japón en concreto, pues permite coordinar la labor de los estudiosos 
en estos campos, facilitando a los especialistas el acceso a la docencia 
y la puesta en común de sus conocimientos en simposios o semina-
rios, la formación de futuros investigadores o el intercambio entre las 
universidades españolas y japonesas.

Casa Asia

En este sentido, puede resultar de gran utilidad la institución “Casa 
Asia”, constituida en Barcelona el 9 de noviembre del año 2001, 
fruto de un convenio firmado por el consorcio público integrado 
por el Ministerio de Asuntos Exteriores español, la Generalitat de 
Catalunya y el Ayuntamiento de Barcelona, para promover las rela-
ciones entre España y Asia en el ámbito económico, académico y 
cultural. En el tiempo que lleva en activo no sólo ha facilitado cauces 
para las relaciones diplomáticas y comerciales sino que también ha 
impulsado las actividades culturales y educativas, pues su principal 
función es apoyar con la difusión, coordinación y estímulo a las ins-
tituciones ya existentes.7 

Como centro de información y servicios se presenta por tanto 
como una plataforma que puede contribuir a estimular el inter-
cambio científico entre las dos áreas geográficas y posibilitar que se 
emprendan proyectos conjuntos.

Biblioteca Haas de Historia de las Religiones.

Otro hecho reciente de singular relevancia ha sido la donación a 
la biblioteca de la Universidad Pompeu Fabra de Barcelona de un 

7. La primera Reunión Académica Casa Asia en octubre del 2002 agrupó a más de 
60 representantes de 15 universidades y centros de estudios de la mayoría de países de 
Asia-Pacífico. Su objetivo era tratar de paliar la “carencia de una tradición propia de 
estudios asiáticos en España”, ya que, según aparece en el memorandum de la reunión, 
se admite que “se encuentra a la zaga, en comparación con otros países europeos” y para 
ello todos los participantes en el encuentro decidieron coordinar sus esfuerzos.
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importante fondo bibliográfico por parte del profesor James W. 
Heisig, gracias a una generosa subvención de la Itoh Foundation. 
Este fondo constituye una de las bibliotecas con mayor número de 
volúmenes dedicados a la filosofía japonesa contemporánea y a la 
Escuela de Kioto en particular, quizá la más completa de Europa. 
En tanto que dicho fondo ha pasado a formar parte de la Biblioteca 
Haas de Historia de las Religiones, que cuenta con unos 40.000 títu-
los de la biblioteca personal del estudioso suizo Alois M. Haas, entre 
cuyos temas de interés también figura el budismo zen, podemos pen-
sar que una vez ultimada la catalogación de los libros será un lugar de 
referencia para investigadores de todo el mundo. 

Labor editorial

Si bien las editoriales españolas publican ocasionalmente textos rela-
cionados con el Extremo Oriente, algunas de ellas cuentan ya con 
colecciones especializadas en el pensamiento filosófico, religioso y 
estético asiático. Por ejemplo, la editorial Kairós, dirigida por Agus-
tín Pániker, especialista en jainismo, publica textos de filosofía y reli-
gión con especial atención a las fuentes clásicas asiáticas y a estudios 
recientes.8 La editorial Trotta, de Madrid, ofrece una colección lla-
mada “Pliegos de Oriente”, cuya sección dedicada a las traducciones 
de la lengua original clásicos chinos y japoneses, antiguos y moder-
nos, sobre todo en el campo literario, está dirigida por Taciana Fisac 
y Takagi Kayoko, ambas profesoras de la uam.9 Ediciones Hiperión, 
de Madrid, viene publicando desde hace tiempo clásicos de la litera-

8. Desde clásicos como Sutra del estrado de Hui-neng (2000) o Enseñanzas zen atri-
buidas a Bodhidharma (1995), esta editorial ha publicado numerosos estudios sobre el 
zen como, por ejemplo, de D. T. Suzuki, Deshimaru Taisen y recientemente A. Castro, 
Las enseñanzas de Dōgen (2002).

9. Por ejemplo, Cuento del cortador de bambú (Trad. Kayoko Takagi, 1998); 
Ueda Akinari, Cuentos de lluvia y de luna (Ed. y trad. Sakai Kazuya, 2002); Zeami, 
Fūshikaden (Trad. J. Rubiera y H. Higashitani, 1999), o Natsume Sōseki, Yo, el gato 
(Trad. J. González Vallés, 1999).
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tura japonesa y estudios sobre la escritura y crítica literaria japone-
sa.10 

La colección “Orientalia” de la editorial Paidós, que publica en 
Barcelona sus obras además de en Buenos Aires y México, ha tra-
ducido títulos importantes, a veces basados en versiones de otras 
lenguas occidentales. También cabe mencionar la labor de la Edito-
rial Siruela, que sobre todo apuesta por la sinología pero también ha 
publicado obras de autores japoneses como Toshihiko Izutsu, Sufismo 
y taoísmo (Trad. A.-H. Suárez. Madrid, 1996) o Tanizaki Jun’ichirō, 
El elogio de la sombra (Trad. J. Escobar. Madrid, 1994). 

Y, por último, podemos nombrar la colección “Yoga, zen, orien-
talismo” de la editorial de Bilbao, El Mensajero, o la editorial mallor-
quina Olañeta que introduce regularmente algún título sobre la 
cultura japonesa en su catálogo acerca de las diferentes tradiciones 
espirituales, como El libro del té de Okakura Kakuzō (2002) o el Tra-
tado de las cinco ruedas de Miyamoto Musashi (2004).

Publicaciones sobre pensamiento japonés

Fuentes

En cuanto a las traducciones de textos clásicos japoneses, 
la suma total es más bien exigua. Podemos nombrar la traducción del 
Mumonkan, Barrera sin puerta. Comentarios del maestro zen Kōun 
Yamada (trad. A. M. Schlüter. Guadalajara, 1993), publicada por la 
editorial Zendo Betania, de una comunidad cristiana donde se uti-
liza el zen como técnica de meditación; la antología de historias zen, 

10. Entre otros: Cantares de Ise (ed. Antonio Cabezas); Matsuo Bashō, Senda hacia 
tierras hondas (ed. A. Cabezas); Manioshu (Colección para diez mil generaciones) (ed. A. 
Cabezas); Cuentos y tradiciones japonesas. 4 vols. (ed. Luis Caeiro y Montserrat Rosado); 
A. Cabezas, La literatura japonesa; Fernando Rodríguez Izquierdo, El haiku japonés. 
Historia y traducción; Albert Torres Graell, Kanji, la escritura japonesa; Miguel Vidal 
y Ramón Llopis, Sayonara Japón. Adiós al antiguo Japón; Teresa Herrero, De la flor del 
ciruelo a la flor del cerezo (2004).
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Carne zen, huesos zen (Barcelona: Edaf, 2000) o de Henri Brunel, 
Los más bellos cuentos Zen (Palma de Mallorca: Olañeta, 2003); una 
antología de textos de Dōgen, Cuerpo y espíritu (Trad. J. Palacio. 
Barcelona: Paidós, 2002); Takuan, Misterios de la sabiduría inmóvil 
(Barcelona: Paidós, 1991) y Rinzai, Las enseñanzas zen del maestro 
Lin-chi (ed. Burton Watson, Trad. F. Pardo. Madrid: Liebre, 1999).

En cuanto a autores contemporáneos, existe la traducción de la 
obra de Nakano Kōji, Felicidad de la pobreza noble (Trad. C. Reyes, 
Madrid: Maeva, 1995) y de Watsuji Tetsurō, El hombre y su ambiente 
(Trad. A. Mataix y J. Masià. Madrid: Castellote, 1973). De Daisetz T. 
Suzuki se han publicado varios títulos, por ejemplo, El zen y la cul-
tura japonesa (Barcelona: Paidós, 1997) y El Buda de la luz infinita. 
Las enseñanzas del budismo Shin (Barcelona: Paidós, 2001), Vivir 
el zen (Barcelona: Kairós, 1995), Budismo zen (Barcelona: Kairós, 
1993), El ámbito del zen (Barcelona: Kairós, 1981) y La práctica del 
monje zen (Barcelona: Abraxás, 1991).

Estudios

Entre los títulos sobre pensamiento japonés de autores españoles, 
cabe destacar la Historia de la filosofía japonesa (Madrid: Tecnos, 
2000) de Jesús González Vallés, padre jesuita, teólogo y japonó-
logo. González Vallés vivió en Japón durante más de veinte años y 
actualmente es docente en el Instituto de Teología “Santo Tomás” 
de Madrid. Traductor de Natsume Sōseki y especialista en Shūsaku 
Endō, ha escrito numerosos artículos sobre filosofía japonesa clásica 
y moderna.11 

11. Por ejemplo, “Primeras influencias de la filosofía occidental en el pensamiento 
japonés” (Studium, 4, 1964, pp. 75–112); “El problema de Dios en el positivismo japonés 
moderno” (Studium, 4, 1964, pp. 463–496); “Las fuentes de la salvación según la doctri-
na del reformador budista Shinran” (Studium, 16, 1976, pp. 495–522); “Las fuentes de la 
espiritualidad religiosa japonesa” (Teología Espiritual, 18, 1974, pp. 339–362); “Concep-
to de ‘Civilización japonesa moderna’ según Yukichi Fukuzawa” (Phippiniana Sacra, 
8, 1973, pp. 105–116); “Influencia del tomismo en el pensamiento japonés moderno” 
(Studium, 31, 1991, pp. 300-329); “El conocimiento de Dios en algunos maestros del 
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Otro estudio de reciente aparición es el manual Introducción a 
la cultura japonesa. Pensamiento y religión (Valladolid: Universidad 
de Valladolid, 2000) de Federico Lanzaco Salafranca. Profesor de 
la Universidad de Sophia (Tokio) y del Centro de Estudios de Asia 
Oriental en la Universidad Autónoma de Madrid, Lanzaco Sala-
franca también ha publicado La escritura japonesa como camino para 
comprender la cultura del Japón contemporáneos (Madrid: Asociación 
Hispano-Japonesa, 1981) y Los valores estéticos de la cultura clásica 
japonesa (Madrid: Verbum, 2003). 

En el campo de la estética, puede mencionarse el estudio 
de Fernando García Gutiérrez, El zen y el arte japonés (Sevilla: 
Gualdalquivir ediciones, 1998) y el volumen colectivo Japón, arte, cul-
tura y agua (David Almazán, coord., Zaragoza: Prensas Universitarias 
de Zaragoza, 2004), actas de los Congresos vi y vii de la Asociación 
de Estudios Japoneses en España. 

En los estudios sobre shintoísmo y japonología en general, 
Alfonso Falero, profesor de filosofía de la Universidad de Salamanca, 
ha editado recientemente, Shinto. Una introducción. (Valladolid: 
Ediciones Universidad de Valladolid, en prensa) y está preparando la 
traducción de La estructura del iki de Kuki Shūzō (Madrid: Trotta, 
en prensa).12

Bibliografía secundaria traducida al castellano

Podemos clasificarla en tres grupos, obras de referencia, estudios 
generales y estudios de budismo zen.

pensamiento japonés moderno” (Teología Espiritual, 35, 1991, pp. 515–531).
12. Otras de sus publicaciones son: A. Falero, “Tsumi: A Comparative Approach 

to the Shinto View of Man”, en El Japón contemporáneo (Fl. Rodao, ed., Salamanca: 
Ediciones Universidad de Salamanca, 1998); “Lengua y cultura en la historia de Japón” 
(Revista de Estudios del Pacífico, 10, 1999); “Política y cultura en la historia de Japón” 
(Revista de estudios políticos, 109, 2000); “Rito, muerte, mancha: las perspectivas del 
mal en el shinto”, en El mal, la culpa y el pecado en las culturas orientales (A. Agud, ed. 
Madrid: Siruela, en prensa).
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Obras de referencia: AA.VV., Diccionario de la sabiduría orien-
tal (Barcelona: Paidós, 1993); mitología japonesa: Anesaki Masaharu, 
Mitología japonesa (Madrid, 1996) y Nelly Naumann, Antiguos mitos 
japoneses (Barcelona: Herder, 1996). 

Estudios generales sobre el pensamiento japonés: Pierre Lavelle, 
El pensamiento japonés (Madrid: Acento, 1998) y Gino Piovesana, 
Pensamiento japonés contemporáneo (Madrid: Razón y Fe, D.L., 
1967).

Y el grupo más numeroso, lo componen los estudios sobre el 
budismo zen: Pierre Brosse, Los maestros zen (Palma de Mallorca: Ola-
ñeta, 1999); Arnaud Desjardins, Zen y Vedanta (Palma de Mallorca: 
Olañeta, 1997); Heinrich Dumoulin, Para entender el budismo (Bil-
bao: Mensajero, 1994), Encuentro con el budismo (Barcelona: Herder, 
1982), Zen: El camino de la iluminación en el Budismo. Orígenes y 
significado. (Trad. A. M. Schlüter y F. Beltrán. Bilbao: Desclée de 
Brower, 2002); Karlfried Dürckheim, El zen y nosotros (Bilbao: Men-
sajero, 1977), Japón y la cultura de la quietud (Bilbao: Mensajero, 
1977); Camino de vida (Palma de Mallorca: Olañeta, 1999); H. P. 
Enomiya-Lasalle, Zen, un camino hacia la propia identidad (Bilbao: 
Mensajero, 1975); El zen (Bilbao: Mensajero, 1977); El Zen entre cris-
tianos. Meditación Zen y espiritualidad cristiana. (Barcelona: Herder, 
1975); La meditación, camino para la experiencia de Dios (Santander: 
Sal Terrae, 1981); ¿A dónde va el hombre? (Santander: Sal Terrae, 1982); 
Zazen y los Ejercicios de San Ignacio (Madrid: Paulinas, 1985) y Vivir 
en la nueva conciencia (Madrid: Paulinas, 1987); Eugene Herrigel, El 
camino del zen (Barcelona: Paidós, 1991); Thomas Merton como El 
Zen y los pájaros del deseo (Barcelona: Kairós, 1972) y Reflexiones sobre 
Oriente. Barcelona: Paidós, 1997; Alan Watts, El camino del zen (Bar-
celona: Edhasa, reed. 2003) y, por último, E. Wood, Diccionario zen 
(Barcelona: Paidós, 1980)
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Escuela de kioto

De los filósofos representantes de la Escuela de Kioto, 
contamos por el momento con dos traducciones al castellano de 
Zen no kenkyū (1911) de Nishida Kitarō: Ensayo sobre el bien (Trad. 
A. Mataix y J. M. de Vera. Madrid: Revista de Occidente, 1963) y 
en otra versión traducida del inglés, Indagación del bien (Trad. A. L. 
Bixio. Barcelona: Gedisa, 1995), así como la traducción de Shūkyō 
to wa nani ka (1961) de Nishitani Keiji, La religión y la nada (Trad. 
R. Bouso. Madrid: Siruela, 1999).13 De hecho, también existen otras 
traducciones en castellano, las realizadas por Agustín Jacinto Zavala, 
pero están publicadas en México. Debemos añadir, sin embargo, la 
edición que prepara actualmente la editorial Herder de Barcelona de 
tres ensayos de Ueda Shizuteru recogidos bajo el epígrafe Zen y filoso-
fía (Trad. R. Bouso e I. Giner. Barcelona: Herder, en prensa).

En cuanto a la recepción de la filosofía de la Escuela de Kioto, 
la ya mencionada estancia de James W. Heisig en el año 2000 en 
la Universidad Pompeu Fabra marca un hito en su progresión. En 
primer lugar, por su donación de la biblioteca a la que nos hemos 
referido, pero fundamentalmente por la publicación en castellano de 
su libro Filósofos de la nada (2002),14 que constituye posiblemente la 
primera obra de síntesis sobre la Escuela de Kioto aparecida en una 
lengua occidental. El profesor Heisig, además, impartió además un 
curso sobre el budismo en el que hacía referencia también a la filo-
sofía japonesa contemporánea, y su estancia en Barcelona coincidió 
con la visita del filósofo Ueda Shizuteru, quien pronunció en octu-
bre del año 2000, en la universidad mencionada, la conferencia “La 
meditación zen. En busca del yo verdadero”, en el marco de las pri-

13. Traducción realizada a partir de la versión inglesa de Jan Van Bragt, Religion and 
Nothingness (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982).

14. Filósofos de la nada. Un ensayo sobre la Escuela de Kioto. Prólogo de Raimon 
Panikkar. Barcelona: Herder, 2002 (Traducción inglesa del propio autor, Philosophers 
of Nothingness. An essay on the Kyoto School. Honolulu, 2002).
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meras jornadas del Seminario de Historia de las Religiones, dirigido 
por el profesor Amador Vega. 

Además de la organización de este seminario, al interés de 
Amador Vega por la filosofía de la Escuela de Kioto se debe la ini-
ciativa de publicar la traducción al castellano tanto de la obra de 
Nishitani, La religión y la nada, en la colección de colección de 
textos y ensayos sobre filosofía y religión “El arbol del paraíso” de 
la Editorial Siruela que ha dirigido junto a Victoria Cirlot, como 
la próxima publicación de los escritos de Ueda. Amador Vega es 
también autor de algunos de los primeros ensayos sobre la filosofía 
de la Escuela de Kioto publicados en España, tema que se cuenta 
entre sus principales líneas de investigación que comprenden fun-
damentalmente la mística medieval europea, la estética y la historia 
de las religiones. Trata principalmente sobre la Escuela de Kioto en 
“En los jardines de Kioto. Breve noticia sobre el pensamiento reli-
gioso moderno en Japón” y “Nihilismo de Oriente, nihilismo de 
Occidente” ambos recogidos en el libro Zen, mística y abstracción 
(Madrid: Trotta, 2002)15 así como en “‘La tumba vacía’: en torno a 
una hermenéutica de la experiencia religiosa moderna” (Artis Brevis, 
2000; pp. 319–340). No obstante, ya apunta la proximidad de la con-
cepción de la nada en el pensamiento de la Escuela de Kioto, espe-
cialmente en Nishitani Keiji, y en la mística del Maestro Eckhart en 
la “Introducción” a su edición del Maestro Eckhart, El fruto de la 
nada y otros escritos (Madrid: Siruela, 1998). 

Su aproximación a la obra de estos pensadores resulta de especial 
interés porque integra el pensamiento de la Escuela de Kioto en un 
proyecto filosófico propio. A partir del análisis del lenguaje en que se 
expresan las obras de arte y los textos de mística, al autor se pregunta 
por las coincidencias entre la experiencia mística y la experiencia esté-

15. Primero publicado como “Experiencia mística y mundo moderno” en Moderni-
tat i Religió (Andorra, 1996; pp. 109–126) y en catalán en Passió, meditació i contempla-
ció. Sis assaigs sobre el nihilisme religiós, (Barcelona: Empúries, 1999).
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tica, a fin de arrojar luz sobre la relación entre lo sagrado y lo profano 
en la modernidad. Así, en el ensayo “En los jardines de Kioto”, como 
su subtítulo indica, Amador Vega ofrece un breve recorrido por las 
filosofías de Nishida, Tanabe, Nishitani y Ueda a la luz de las cuales 
va formulando una serie de cuestiones con las que construye su pro-
pia hermenéutica de la experiencia religiosa. Por ejemplo, la crítica 
de Nishida a la estructura ontoteológica de la tradición occidental a 
través de la noción de “predicación autopredicativa”, le sirve al autor 
para repensar la idea misma de creación. O, en “Experiencia mística 
y mundo moderno” y en “La tumba vacía”, el autor pone en relación 
el pensamiento de Nishitani con la tradición mística cristiana y con 
los problemas del nihilismo y la secularización europeos. En el pri-
mero, presenta la noción de nada absoluta o vacuidad (śūnyatā), que 
recoge Nishitani del budismo zen, como el nexo que puede unir a 
ambas tradiciones ya que también en el cristianismo estaría conte-
nida una visión positiva de la nada. En el segundo, explora las impli-
caciones del lenguaje religioso de la negatividad, común a la mística 
y a diversas manifestaciones artísticas contemporáneas, para ver si es 
posible descubrir huellas de lo sagrado en el arte. 

Respecto a los estudios sobre la filosofía de Nishida en con-
creto, contamos con varios artículos publicados en revistas especia-
lizadas, básicamente de teología. El padre González Vallés ha escrito 
un ensayo titulado “Filosofía y religión en el pensamiento japonés 
moderno. El “Absoluto” de Kitarō Nishida” (Studium 33, 1993; pp. 
437–481) donde presenta la trayectoria filosófica de Nishida y la 
repercusión de su pensamiento filosófico-religioso en los círculos 
japoneses allegados o ajenos a la Escuela de Kioto, tanto en un con-
texto cristiano como budista. Juan Masià Clavel ha publicado dos 
ensayos sobre Nishida, “Filosofía del absoluto en K. Nishida” y “K. 
Nishida y su filosofía de la religión”.16 El primero, originalmente, 

16. J. Masià Clavel, “Filosofía del absoluto en K. Nishida” en José Gómez Caffarena 
y José María Mardones, coords., Cuestiones epistemológicas: materiales para el estudio 
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una ponencia presentada en un Seminario de Filosofía de la Religión 
organizado por el Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas en 
1989, se centra en los últimos escritos de Nishida para explicar su 
concepción de lo Absoluto respecto a la inmanencia y trascendencia, 
la identidad contradictoria, idea del mal y de Dios. El segundo puede 
leerse como una continuación del primero pues el autor explora en él 
la misma cuestión tratando con más detalle cuestiones como la expe-
riencia mística, la relación Creador-creatura y la ética. 

También R. López Silonis, de la Universidad de Sophia de 
Tokio, ha publicado en castellano algunos escritos sobre Nishida. 
En “Citas de algunos padres y teólogos medievales en las obras de 
Nishida Kitarō” enumera las referencias a San Agustín, Dionisio 
Areopagita, Escoto Eriúgena, Nicolás de Cusa y Plotino en la obra 
de Nishida para señalar los puntos de contacto entre la tradición 
espiritual cristiana y la filosofía nishidiana.17 El autor sostiene que 
existe una afinidad entre los dos tipos de pensamientos metafísicos 
en cuanto al énfasis en la trascendencia de Dios, como verdadera y 
última realidad, pero señala que la idea de inmanencia que sigue pri-
mando en Nishida. En sus artículos “La religión de Nishida Kitarō” 
y “Dios en la filosofía religiosa de Nishida Kitarō”,18 el autor aborda 
la actitud hacia el cristianismo de Nishida y el papel que desempeña 
la noción de Dios en su filosofía pues, en su opinión, no la concibe 
separada del yo. En concreto en el segundo artículo, López Silonis 
concluye que la filosofía religiosa de Nishida no se puede explicar 
meramente desde la tradición oriental porque su contribución es 
personal e innovadora, y pese al papel que desempeña la inmanencia 

de la religión (Barcelona; Madrid: Anthropos, 1992, pp. 137–147) y “K. Nishida y su 
filosofía de la religión” en Miscelánea Comillas, 48, 1990, pp. 427–440.

17. R. López Silonis, “Citas de algunos padres y teólogos medievales en las obras de 
Nishida Kitarō” en Pensamiento, 192/48, 1992, pp. 481–496.

18. R. López Silonis, “La religión de Nishida Kitarō” en Pensamiento, 27, 1971, pp. 
31–58 y “Dios en la filosofía religiosa de Nishida Kitarō” en Boletín de la Asociación 
Española de Orientalistas, 8, 1972, pp. 3–61.
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en su filosofía, mantiene que su concepción de Dios no es del todo 
impersonal, aunque no se refiera a un Dios personal en el sentido de 
la revelación cristiana.

Sobre la filosofía de Nishitani, ha aparecido en catalán un artículo 
de Ignasi Boada Sanmartín, “Keiji Nishitani: religió i nihilisme”.19 
Este artículo presenta la filosofía de Nishitani desde su postura frente 
a la cuestión del fin de la metafísica y el nihilismo, pone el acento 
en la interpretación de la historia y en la vía religiosa que sugiere 
Nishitani para realizar la nada de una forma positiva y superar así la 
mera negación del ser nihilista. Marco Parmeggiani dedica un capí-
tulo de su libro Nietzsche: Crítica y proyecto desde el nihilismo (Málaga: 
Ágora, 2002) a la interpretación que hace Nishitani de Nietzsche: 
“Autosuperación del nihilismo: Nishitani Keiji y Nietzsche”. El autor 
se refiere a los orígenes del concepto de vacuidad de Nishitani que 
sitúa en el fundador de la escuela madhyamika, Nāgārjuna. El lector 
en castellano puede encontrar también otra sección de un libro dedi-
cada a Nishitani en la traducción del ensayo de Jean-Claude Basset, 
El diálogo interreligioso que contiene un capítulo dedicado a “Más 
allá del diálogo: Keiji Nishitani y la vía del Buda” (Bilbao: Desclée de 
Brower, 1999; pp. 358-370).

Una aproximación indirecta a la filosofía de la Escuela de Kioto 
puede hallarse en varios estudios traducidos que constituyen obras 
de referencia en la filosofía comparada reciente del mundo acadé-
mico anglosajón, en donde se incorporan las reflexiones de los 
filósofos japoneses en los temas discutidos, como el de David Loy, 
No-dualidad (Barcelona: Kairós, 2000) o la edición de Eliot Deutsch, 
Cultura y modernidad. Perspectivas filosóficas de Oriente y Occidente 
(Barcelona: Kairós 2000).20 Otro ejemplo es la obra de Carlo Saviani, 

19. I. Boada Sanmartín, “Keiji Nishitani: religió i nihilisme” en Revista Catalana de 
Teologia, xxiii/1, 1998, pp. 85–107.

20. David Loy, No-dualidad. Trad. Fernando Mora y David González Raga. Bar-
celona: Kairós, 1998, y Eliot Deutsch, ed. Cultura y modernidad. Perspectivas. Trad. 
David Sempau. Barcelona: Kairós, 2000.
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El Oriente de Heidegger (Barcelona: Herder, 2004) donde el autor se 
refiere a los pensadores de la Escuela de Kioto a propósito de su rela-
ción con el filósofo alemán Martin Heidegger.

En último lugar, puede hablarse también de cierta recepción 
del pensamiento japonés en el campo de la estética y las artes, pin-
tores como Tàpies o escultores como Chillida que se han inspirado 
en temas de la espiritualidad oriental o han trabajado en conceptos 
como el vacío. En concreto puede hablarse de recepción del pensa-
miento de la Escuela de Kioto en el caso del célebre poeta español, 
fallecido recientemente, José Ángel Valente. En su escrito ensayístico 
“La experiencia abisal”,21 toma la filosofía de la Escuela de Kioto, 
especialmente La religión y la nada de Nishitani Keiji como base 
interpretativa para aproximarse a la cuestión de la nada. Asimismo, 
se encuentra parcialmente traducido al castellano el artículo de Nor-
man Bryson “La pintura Cha’n: mirando un campo que se dilata”,22 
en donde a propósito de la perspectiva en la pintura se habla del 
punto de vista de la vacuidad propuesto por Nishitani.

Conclusiones

En el prólogo a la obra de Heisig, Filósofos de la nada, 
Panikkar opina que la Escuela de Kioto “nos abre nuevos hori-
zontes y nos ilumina aspectos desconocidos de la misma filosofía 
occidental”.23 Panikkar saluda la aparición en castellano de la obra 
porque ha podido constatar que la iniciativa del diálogo filosófico 
Oriente-Occidente procede casi siempre de Japón, y el Oriente en 
general, en donde los “estudios occidentales” son mucho más nume-
rosos en los departamentos universitarios que los “estudios orienta-

21. José Ángel Valente, “La experiencia abisal” en Nada, mística y poesía. Barcelona: 
Er, Revista de Filosofía, 1998.

22. Norman Bryson, “La pintura Ch’an: mirando un campo que se dilata”. Trad. 
Luis Castro Nogueira. Revista de filosofía Archipiélago, 34–35, 1999; pp. 61–70.

23. R. Panikkar, “Prólogo” a J. W. Heisig, Filósofos de la nada, cit., p. 10.
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les” en Occidente. A modo de conclusión, por tanto, podemos valo-
rar positivamente la línea que siguen las acciones recién emprendidas 
y que, en el fondo, continúan una larga trayectoria de esfuerzos e 
intereses particulares. 

Ciertamente, faltan traducciones directas de las principales obras 
clásicas y contemporáneas del pensamiento japonés, así como dic-
cionarios especializados, obras de referencia y estudios. Tener a dis-
posición buenos materiales de trabajo es ahora una de las exigencias 
que se presentan ya que constituyen un instrumento imprescindible 
para la formación de nuevos especialistas y para favorecer que pue-
dan llevar a cabo su tarea investigadora. Esta carencia, quizá la más 
visible, va paliándose gracias al aprendizaje del idioma por parte de 
cada vez más estudiantes así como con la posibilidad de seguir estu-
dios superiores y especializarse en temas relativos al mundo asiático. 
Otro aspecto positivo es que los intercambios entre universidades 
españolas y japonesas se están intensificando y así se abren nuevas 
vías de futuras colaboraciones y proyectos comunes. El desarrollo de 
las nuevas tecnologías ha contribuido, sin duda, a acortar las distan-
cias y esto facilita no sólo el intercambio científico sino el acceso a 
todo tipo de información antes mucho más difícil de conseguir. Por 
eso, ahora el reto que se presenta es aprovechar estas nuevas oportu-
nidades para dar un salto verdaderamente cualitativo con respecto a 
épocas anteriores. 
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¿Filosofía japonesa en la América  
Hispánica?

Lothar Knauth

Empecemos con un problema de definición. Al bus-
car sitios en español en el Internet bajo la rubrica 

“filosofía japonesa”, aparecen varios situados en América Latina que 
tratan de problemas de administración por expertos– no necesaria-
mente japoneses. Obviamente inspirados por el “milagro japonés” se 
pretende vender a empresarios ibéricos los secretos de (¿cualquier?) 
éxito. Algunos aluden a materias impartidas en seleccionadas univer-
sidades –entre ellos se destacan más bien las españolas. 

Cuando James Heisig publicó un informe24 acerca de su viaje 
en América Latina se refirió a “un clima” que demostraba un interés 
en las filosofías y religiones del Asia y mencionaba los signos “más 
bien intelectuales y espirituales” que consideraba ser “respaldadas 
por estudiosos competentes y dedicados trabajando bajo condiciones 
difíciles para promover investigaciones y docencia en este campo”. 
Hizo hincapié en que los estudios se concentraron en Perú, Brasil y 
México y recalcó que “muchos de los estudiosos se proyectan hacia el 

24. “Report from Latin America”, Bulletin of the Nanzan Institute for Religion and 
Culture 26 (2002): 32–43.
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resto de América Latina por medio de revistas, conferencias y asocia-
ciones académicas”.

Como historiador, creo que el proyecto de un Sourcebook para 
la filosofía japonesa muy necesario para proveer más información 
básica sobre los procesos que respaldan el surgimiento de una filo-
sofía específicamente japonesa en sus aspectos particulares pero tam-
bién de alcances universales y considero con Franz Martin Wimmer 
quien trató de establecer definiciones:25 la necesidad de enfrentar la 
“filosofía” como un proyecto reflexivo.26 Para él, filosofar, desde el 
punto de vista del contenido, significa un esfuerzo permanente para 
aclarar uno o varios de los siguientes tres ámbitos problemáticos: 

1. la cuestión de la estructura básica de la realidad (en la metafí-
sica u ontología pero también en la antropología filosófica);

2. la cuestión de la cognoscibilidad de la realidad (en la teoría del 
conocimiento y también en la lógica); y por último, 

3. la cuestión del fundamento de las proposiciones normativas 
(en la ética y en la estética). 

Ram Adhar Mall, en el mismo “Foro para el filosofar intercultural-
mente” reconoció una cuádruple perspectiva: la filosófica, la teoló-
gica, la política y la pedagógica.27 

25. Traducción del alemán por Miguel Gamboa.polylog. Foro para el filosofar 
intercultural 1.1 (2000), 1–30. Online: http://www.polylog.org/them/1.1/fcs1-es.htm 
issn 1616-2943. Online: http://www.polylog.org/them/1.1/fcs1-es.htm issn 1616-2943 
Para fuente de la versión alemana: polylog. Zeitschrift für interkulturelles Philoso-
phieren 1 (1998), 5–12. Autor: Franz Martin Wimmer Discusiones: Foro ©2000 Franz 
Martin Wimmer & polylog e.V.

26. polylog. Forum für interkulturelles Philosophieren 1 (2000), 1–80. Online: 
http://them.polylog.org/1/fmr-de.htm.issn. Traducción del alemán por Miguel Gam-
boa.polylog. Foro para el filosofar intercultural 1.1 (2000), 1–30. Online: http://www.
polylog.org/them/1.1/fcs1-es.htm issn 1616-2943.

27. Ram Adhar Mall Diskussionen: Forum © 2000 polylog. Forum für interkul-
turelles Philosophieren 1 (2000), 1-80.Online: http://them.polylog.org/1/fmr-de.htm. 
Ram Adhar Mall & polylog e.V.
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Un vistazo a las tradiciones latinoamericanas

Partimos del hecho que cualquier esfuerzo que intenta 
abarcar una “realidad” forzosamente tiene que tomar en cuenta las 
diferentes maneras de concebirla y por lo tanto no se puede privile-
giar sólo las secuencias de una estirpe filosófica nítidamente conca-
tenada, sino que habría que tomar en consideración la totalidad de 
los procesos históricos que hacen surgir los diferentes aspectos del 
pensar de una forma que “amaba a la sabiduría”. 

Especialmente en México bajo el liderazgo de Leopoldo Zea28 y 
la formación del Grupo Hyperion se desarrolló desde los años cin-
cuenta la reafirmación de una identidad sui generis, que produjo una 
tendencia hacia una “filosofía latinoamericana”, tendencia que Luis 
Villoro juzgó como un “intento de desarrollar una pseudo filosofía 
que pretende ser singular y propia de América Latina”. 

No cabe duda que en América Latina, y señaladamente en 
México, los problemas de la identidad nacional o por lo menos de 
una cultura latina son importantes, especialmente frente a los emba-
tes de la globalización y las amenazas del neoliberalismo. Ello hace 
que entre las elites de América Latina el interés por una “filosofía 
japonesa” se centre más bien en su “singularidad exótica”29 y ade-
más por tratarse de un “carácter nacional” japonés. Es de mencionar 
en este contexto, la temprana publicación de Agustín Jacinto sobre 
Nishida y el problema del Estado. 

Observamos que desde mediados del siglo xix se percibe en el 
mundo literario hispanoamericano, una orientación hacia teorías 
estéticas, si no modas, francesas. Especialmente a través de una fuerte 
influencia del “japonismo” como rama de un orientalismo –destaca-
damente representado por los hermanos Edmond y Jules Goncourt– 

28. Leopoldo Zea, “En torno a una filosofía americana”. Cuadernos Americanos 3 
(1942): 63–78; América como conciencia México: Cuadernos Americanos, 1953.

29. Graciela Susana Puente “La lírica japonesa y Jorge Luís Borges” http://www.
salvador.edu.ar/ua1-7-gramma-01-02-09.htm El poema “Shinto” de Jorge Luís Borges.
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se produjeron influencias en la poesía del cubano Heredia, algunos 
rasgos en el nicaragüense Rubén Darío pero especialmente en las 
experimentaciones del mexicano José Juan Tablada.30 Este ultimo en 
plena japonofilia había rezado:

Tus teogonías me han exaltado
y amo ferviente tus glorias todas;
¡ yo soy el siervo de tu Mikado!
¡yo soy el bonzo de tus pagodas!31

Otro elemento es la preocupación por la constatación de una 
identidad particular que, señaladamente en el caso mexicano, lleva a 
una predilección por el análisis psicológico en El perfil del mexicano 
en la cultura de Samuel Ramos que a su vez inspira al premio Nobel 
de Literatura Octavio Paz de elaborar su paradigmático Laberinto de 
la soledad. Paz más tarde, como co-traductor, publica la versión espa-
ñola de Oku no hosomichi de Bashō32 promoviendo así una resucita-
ción del renga como opción prosódica universal y en 1954 escribe, en 
gran parte reflejando las opiniones de Arthur Waley, “Tres momen-
tos de la literatura japonesa”, donde reitera que la especulación filo-
sófica, el pensamiento puro, el poema largo y la historia no parecen 
ser géneros propicios al genio japonés.33

Las actividades de difusión del budismo Zen, esta vez por la vía 
sajona, en 1957 tuvieron como resultado un simposio en Tepoztlan, 
en el estado de Morelos quien produjo en colaboración con Daisetz 

30. Véase Atsuko Tanabe, El Japonismo de José Juan Tablada, Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de Mexico, Mexico, 1981.

31. “Presos en un sistema filosófico que, como la teogonía cristiana, tiene su infier-
no, marchando en una senda moral que concluye en el abismo inconocible… Tablada.” 
“Estética del decadentismo”, El País, Mexico, 8 de enero de 1893, cit. por ibid.

32. Samuel Ramos El perfil del hombre y la cultura en México (1934); Octavio Paz, El 
laberinto de la soledad (1950) y Bashō, Matsuo. Sendas de Oku. Traducido por Eikichi 
Hayashiya y Octavio Paz, con una introducción de Octavio Paz. México: unam, 1957.

33. Este ensayo se publicó en Las peras del olmo, México: Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México, 1957. Edición digital de Patricio Eufraccio Solano http://www. 
ensayistas.org/antologia/xxa/paz/paz5.htm.
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Suzuki, Erich Fromm y Ricardo de Martino la publicación de Zen 
y Psychoanalisis.34 Fromm, había tenido su primer contacto con el 
budismo en 1926 como parte de una reestimación de la tradición 
judeo-ortodoxa familiar, proceso que le había acarreado también su 
introducción al psicoanálisis freudiano.

Se encontraba en México desde 1949 tanto por la atmósfera polí-
tica en los Estados Unidos como por las necesidades de clima y salud 
de su esposa y utilizo su estancia para variadas actividades académi-
cas y clínicas. 

Suzuki, casado con una norteamericana, había utilizado su 
perenne esfuerzo por hacer el budismo Zen inteligible especialmente 
en el ambiente de la segunda posguerra en el cual se trataba de res-
tablecer la legitimidad intelectual de por lo menos una parte de la 
tradición japonesa. Era no del todo fortuito que en sus explicaciones 
del satori recurriera al ejemplo de la “entrega” del matador frente al 
toro de la Fiesta Brava, algo curiosamente muy alejado de la analogía 
del “Relato del buey y el boyero” del canon Ch’an chino tradicional.

El libro que surgió del simposio se ha convertido en un clásico, 
con múltiples traducciones en varios idiomas. No obstante, tanto el 
psicoanálisis como el budismo zen dejaron más huellas en cuanto a 
prácticas terapéuticas y experimentaciones existenciales –o “existen-
cialistas”– que en las discusiones sobre las posibilidades y necesidades 
de una filosofía verdaderamente intercultural.35 

Perspectivas para la filosofía japonesa

No exageramos al afirmar que en la América hispana las 
discusiones filosóficas –aun las discusiones sobre una filosofía multi- 
trans- o inter-cultural– prácticamente ignoran la existencia de una 

34. Suzuki, Daisetz y Erich Fromm, Budismo zen y psicoanálisis, Fondo de Cultura 
Económica Primera edición: 1964.

35. Véase Eiko Fujiwara, El Zen en México.
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tradición filosófica japonesa. En parte porque tradicionalmente el 
discurso filosófico se había llevado a cabo en un ámbito de amplias 
generalizaciones sobre asuntos culturales –al hablar todavía de una 
filosofía “occidental” y otra “oriental”– que usualmente son poco 
útiles para crear un universo de discusión, analizable con un mínimo 
de sutileza.

Las actividades de estudios sobre el Este de Asia que se han desa-
rrollado y que se han dado en selectos ámbitos universitarios se han 
concentrado primordialmente en el análisis general de procesos polí-
ticos, culturales y literarios que privilegian lo actual, o bien utilizan 
el pasado para crear hipotéticas, y muchas veces malinformadas, 
generalizaciones.

La institución de más renombre, que recientemente pudo cele-
brar sus cuarenta años de operaciones, se encuentra en el Colegio de 
México (colmex) en el Distrito Federal y se fundó en 1964 como 
una Sección de Estudios Orientales36. El Colegio de México, en su 
origen, una institución creada alrededor de intelectuales mexicanos 
y republicanos españoles exiliados después de la Guerra Civil, en la 
actualidad cuenta con amplios fondos proporcionados tanto por el 
estado mexicano como por fundaciones y organismos internaciona-
les a base del renombre de su profesorado multinacional. Sus estu-
dios sobre la cultura japonesa fueron apoyados en un principio por la 
unesco. En 1976 obtuvo su calidad de “Centro” y seis años después 
con la ampliación de sus actividades cambió su nombre por: Centro 
de Estudios de Asia y África (ceaa). La revista Estudios de Asia y África 
reúne en sus páginas contribuciones de todo el mundo; además de 
dar a luz un gran número de monografías, anuarios y memorias. 
De la larga lista profesores invitados del mundo académico japonés 
y de estudios sobre el Japón se pueden mencionar Donald Keene, 
Tsurumi Shun’suke, Takabatake Michitoshi, Yamamoto Mitsuru y 
Ōe Kenzaburō.

36. Véase http://www.colmex.mx/centros/ceaa/index.htm.
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Sin exageración se puede decir que el único investigador dedi-
cado seriamente al estudio de determinados aspectos del pensa-
miento filosófico japonés en el siglo xx ha sido un producto del 
Colegio de México: Agustín Jacinto es actualmente profesor e 
investigador en el Colegio de Michoacán en la ciudad de Zamora. 
Después de obtener Maestría en el Colegio de México prosiguió con 
sus estudios en la Universidad de Sofía en Tokio para presentar su 
tesis de doctorado sobre Nishida Kitarō. Acto seguido ha desarro-
llada una impresionante actividad de publicaciones37 y asistencias a 
simposia y congresos. 

Si la “Sección de Estudios Orientales” del Colegio de México 
fue seminal, el “Centro de Estudios Orientales” de la Facultad de 
Filosofía y Letras de la Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México 
(unam) existió entre 1966 y 1976 como otra institución pionera hasta 
que cayó victima de otras prioridades de política universitaria. Como 
algunas de las huellas quedaron los que han sido los primeros cur-
sos intensivos del japonés y chino en español que han perdurado en 
el Centro de Enseñanza de Lenguas Extranjeras (cele) y las actua-
les cátedras y seminarios en las Facultades de Filosofía y Letras y de 
Ciencias Políticias y Sociales de la unam. Sus egresados, obtenidas 
sus tesis de licenciatura, maestría y doctorado sobre temas japoneses, 
se han incorporado en el propio Colegio de México, las universida-
des públicas y privadas y en organismos estatales y de la iniciativa 
privada del pais, y aun del Japón.

37. La filosofía social de Nishida Kitarō: 1935–1945. Zamora: El Colegio de Michoa-
cán, 1995; Textos de la filosofía japonesa moderna. Antología. Vol. i: Introducción, se-
lección, traducción y notas de Agustín Jacinto Z. Zamora: El Colegio de Michoacán, 
conaculta. 1996; La otra filosofía japonesa. Antología. Vol. ii. Introducción, selección, 
traducción y notas de Agustín Jacinto Z. Zamora: El Colegio de Michoacán, cona
culta, 1997; Ensayos filosóficos japoneses. Introducción, selección, traducción y notas de 
Agustín Jacinto Z. conaculta, México, D. F. Serie Cien del Mundo, 1997; David A. 
Dilworth, Valdo H. Viglielmo, with Agustín Jacinto Z. (eds.). A Sourcebook of Modern 
Japanese Philosophy: “The Japanese Spirit” in the 1930s and 1940s”. Nueva York: Green-
wood Press, 1998.
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A raíz de celebrarse en 1975 en la ciudad de México el Treintavo 
Congreso Internacional de las Ciencias Humanas en Asia y África 
del Norte, cuya organización local en su mayor parte estuvo a cargo 
del Colegio de México se fundó la Asociación Latinoamericana de 
Estudios de Asia y África (aladaa) que ha celebrado sus diez congre-
sos internacionales en diferentes ciudades de América Latina.

Otro “polo de desarrollo” institucional de los estudios sobre 
la cultura y la historia del Japón dentro de un Centro de Estudios 
Orientales38 se encuentra en la Pontifica Universidad Católica de 
Perú (pucp) que en un programa de profesores japoneses invitados 
ha beneficiado a sus docentes de planta y sus estudiantes, lo mismo 
como el colmex. Si en México el interés reciente en la literatura japo-
nesa tenia como representante y co-traductor destacado a Octavio 
Paz, en Perú sería Javier Sologuren (1922-2004) su equivalente quien 
en la pucp publicó con Akira Sugiyama Cinco Amantes apasionados 
de Ihara Saikaku (1999) después de haber dado a luz en 1993 Rumor 
del Origen. Antología general de la Literatura Japonesa (1993), a los 
cuales siguió La luna en el agua, Teatro y cuentos japoneses (2000).

Existen esporádicas noticias sobre actividades universitarias en 
Argentina y Chile, sin embargo ssería difícil categorizarlas como 
estudios académicos sobre la filosofía japonesa.

Si en el caso del Colegio de México el primer contacto signifi-
cativo con el mundo académico japonés se desarrollo a través Enoki 
Kazuo del Tōyō Bunko, Masuda Yoshio, Profesor Emérito de la 
Universidad de Tokio, quien tambien desempeñó un papel desta-
cado en el desarrollo de enlaces con la unam y el colmex en México, 
constituyo el enlace original principal con la pucp. Como en toda 
la cultura académica, en los estudios acerca de la cultura y el pensa-
miento japonés, se combinan esfuerzos e intereses individuales con 
relaciones oficiales entre organismos e instituciones. Pero al fin y al 
cabo lo que subsiste como factor tal vez más importante es la existen-

38. http://www.pucp.edu.pe/~ceeoo/presentacion.htm.
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cia, o ausencia, del tejer redes informales acerca de temas y proble-
mas específicos.

Temo que dentro del mundo académico hispanoamericano en 
general no se ha avanzado mucho –por lo menos en cuanto a un 
sólido y sofisticado análisis histórico y critico de la complejidad del 
pensamiento y de la filosofía del Japón y de Asia en general– desde 
que en los años cincuenta, F.C.S. Northrop, en su libro The Meeting 
of East and West parecía abrir perspectivas comparativas (que incluían 
también superficialmente la “esencia cultural” de un México perenne 
bastante bien recibido por su establishment intelectual) al postular su 
”continuo estético indiferenciado” en el mundo “oriental” y el meso-
americano.

Existe otro peligro: la postulación de una singularidad del caso 
japonés –y también del latinoamericano– en cuanto a su filosofía al 
evitar la ampliación de la discusión sobre historicidad de cualquier 
pensamiento y cognición humanos. R. A. Mall en su argumento alu-
dido, proporcionó otra consideración que debe motivar a los filóso-
fos latinoamericanos para abrir nuevas brechas: “Ninguna cultura, 
ya sea asiática, europea, africana o latinoamericana hoy puede actuar 
[sólo] en su propia tradición sin convertirla en algo provinciano.”39 
Además recalcó el aspecto pedagógico inherente en la posibilidad de 
una filosofía intercultural, así como en la necesidad de contribuir a 
–y rehacer– una historiografía verdaderamente universal del queha-
cer filosófico: Tareas a cuyo cumplimiento da otro paso el presente 
proyecto de un Sourcebook que abarcará lo que puede llamarse las 
grandes personificaciones de una filosofía japonesa, en su larga tra-
yectoria histórica. Y que pronto ¡ojalá! existirá también en una ver-
sión castellana.

39. “Keine Kultur, ob asiatisch, europäisch, afrikanisch oder lateinamerikanisch 
kann sich heute in ihrer eigenen Tradition bewegen, ohne provinziell zu werden.” Veáse 
n.4.
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Gli studi di religioni e filosofie  
giapponesi in Italia

Matteo Cestari

Lo studio della filosofia e delle religioni giapponesi 
in Italia è relativamente recente e si è lasciato solo 

da poco alle spalle lo stadio pionieristico. Le traduzioni dall’origi-
nale giapponese sono ancora poco numerose e gli studi hanno una 
distribuzione diseguale: più rappresentato è lo studio delle religioni 
popolari (qui per convenzione chiamato Shintō, anche se questo ter-
mine solleva numerosi problemi di ordine storico-religioso), mentre 
il buddhismo e gli studi di pensiero moderno e contemporaneo 
(tetsugaku) sono ancora ai primi passi.

Il ritardo nella ricerca religioso-filosofica è più pronunciato che 
in altri campi degli studi giapponesi, come per esempio la lettera-
tura, dove il lettore ha ormai a disposizione un’ampia gamma di tra-
duzioni: i romanzieri giapponesi sono presenti in maniera massiccia 
nel mercato editoriale con centinaia di titoli dall’originale e alcune 
collane interamente dedicate.1 Questa differenza interna agli studi 

1. La collana più importante per numero di volumi è sicuramente “Mille gru”, 
diretta da Adriana Boscaro per i tipi della casa editrice Marsilio. La più vasta e re-
cente ricognizione sulle traduzioni letterarie giapponesi si trova in: Adriana Boscaro, 
Narrativa giapponese. Cent’anni di traduzioni, Venezia, Cafoscarina, 2000, pp. 167. 122.
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giapponesi è dovuta a varie ragioni: c’è sicuramente la tendenza delle 
case editrici a preferire opere di narrativa, piuttosto che la saggistica 
(anche se in Italia si registra un trend positivo della filosofia, sia per 
numero di partecipazioni ai convegni, che per vendite di libri). Ma 
questo non spiega come mai in Italia la pubblicazione di libri di 
argomento religioso e filosofico sul Giappone sia comunque piutto-
sto intensa, pur non rispettando spesso i criteri filologico-linguistici.2 
In altre parole, si può dire che l’esigenza del pubblico italiano non sia 
sufficientemente coperta dalle monografie e traduzioni degli studiosi 
italiani.

Infatti, questi ultimi sono ancora in numero assai esiguo e la 
struttura dell’università italiana ha tradizionalmente considerato 
naturale il rapporto fra una lingua e la sua letteratura. Da questo 
punto di vista il giapponese non fa eccezione: a dominare la scena 
della nipponistica sono soprattutto gli studi letterari. Ne consegue 
una notevole differenza per numero di docenti, studenti specialisti e 
pubblicazioni.

Tuttavia, neppure questa spiegazione è del tutto convincente: 
infatti, in Italia gli studi di religioni e filosofie giapponesi offrono 
oggettivamente molto meno degli analoghi studi sull’India o la 
Cina, che possono contare su numerosi titoli tradotti e su molte 
opere di studiosi stranieri e italiani.3 Come mai allora questa discre-
panza? Va sicuramente ricordato che la nipponistica filosofico-re-

2. Per esempio, nel volume curato dal Comitato Organizzatore delle mostre 
Giappone in Italia 95/96, Il Giappone nei libri italiani ’85–’95, Roma, 1996, in una lista 
di 410 volumi, che rappresentano pressoché la totalità dei volumi pubblicati 
nel decennio ’85–’95 sui vari aspetti della cultura giapponese, quelli di argomento 
religioso-filosofico sono una cinquantina. Fra questi poco più di una decina di 
titoli possono essere considerati seguire criteri di tipo filologico-linguistico (studi 
basati sulla conoscenza dei testi originali, traduzioni dall’originale giapponese, 
traduzione da lingue europee di opere originariamente scritte in quelle lingue).

3. Sulla recezione del buddhismo, specialmente indiano, in Italia, cfr. Oscar 
Botto, “Appunti per una storia degli studi buddhisti in Italia”, in G. Gnoli e L. 
Lanciotti (a cura di), Orientalia Iosephi Tucci memoriae dicata, Serie Orientale 56, Roma, 
Ismeo, vol. 1, pp. 175–189.
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ligiosa è recente, a differenza dell’indologia e della sinologia, che 
hanno potuto svilupparsi fin dall’Ottocento grazie agli studi inglesi 
e francesi.

La situazione accademica

Brevi considerazioni storiche

In Italia, gli studi religioso-filosofici giapponesi pagano 
ancora il prezzo di una relativa lontananza dalla filologia. Vi sono 
numerosi ostacoli linguistici a questo genere di studi: la lingua giap-
ponese antica ma soprattutto il kanbun e/o il cinese antico, che in 
Italia annovera pochissimi cultori. Questo contribuirebbe a spiegare 
lo squilibrio fra gli studi buddhisti e gli studi sui culti popolari o sul 
pensiero moderno (tetsugaku). (Cfr. Le pubblicazioni)

Se si escludono i missionari gesuiti del Cinquecento, che furono 
fra i primi a interessarsi della lingua e della cultura giapponese, il 
primo studioso italiano moderno di pensiero giapponese fu Giu-
seppe Tucci,4 che era però uno studioso di buddhismo indiano e 
tibetano. Egli ebbe spesso a scrivere di vari aspetti della cultura giap-
ponese, dalle religioni, alla letteratura, alla politica. Diresse l’ismeo 
(Istituto italiano per il Medio ed Estremo Oriente, oggi isiao, Isti-
tuto Italiano per l’Africa e l’Oriente) e inoltre lanciò ben tre riviste, 
di breve durata, specializzate in cultura giapponese: Yamato, Cipangu 
e Giappone. Poi dal 1961, in collaborazione con l’Istituto Giapponese 
di Cultura di Roma, fondò la rivista Il Giappone, che è tuttora attiva. 
A risaltare nella storia intellettuale di Tucci è la grande differenza di 
atteggiamento fra la sua produzione sul Giappone e quella relativa 

4. Cfr. Giuseppe Tucci 1894–1984, Roma, Ismeo, 1984 e R. Gnoli, Ricordo di Giuseppe 
Tucci, Roma, Istituto Italiano per il Medio ed Estremo Oriente, 1985. Per una 
comprensione critica della sua figura, cfr.: G. Benavides, “Giuseppe Tucci, or Bud-
dhology in the Age of Fascism”, in Donald S. Lopez (ed.), Curators of the Buddha. The 
Study of Buddhism under Colonialism, Chicago-London, The University of Chicago 
Press, 1995, pp. 161–196.
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ai testi buddhisti indiani. Tanto i suoi studi filologici sono rigorosi, 
quanto le pubblicazioni di argomento giapponese hanno un sapore 
ideologico:5 non ci sono riferimenti a testi (Tucci non conosceva il 
giapponese), si esalta l’eroismo e il vitalismo irrazionalista e violento 
dell’azione “che crea la storia”. In altre parole, le sue pagine si ade-
guano perfettamente alle esigenze di propaganda del regime fasci-
sta dell’epoca, manifestando posizioni assai vicine a quelle coeve di 
Suzuki Daisetsu sul rapporto fra Zen e cultura giapponese.6 Per un 
approccio più sobrio alla cultura giapponese, bisognerà attendere 
nel dopoguerra le figure di Fosco Maraini (1912–2004) e Paolo Beo-
nio Brocchieri (1934–1992). Si tratta di due figure molto diverse di 
studiosi: solitario viandante delle montagne, estroso eremita foto-
grafo, etnologo istintivo ed eclettico, il primo; gentiluomo garbato 
e ironico, intellettuale sofisticato, il secondo. Entrambi sono acco-
munati da una grande curiosità che li spinge a confrontarsi con le 
culture lontane (Tibet e Giappone per Maraini; Cina, Giappone e 
Asia sud-orientale per Beonio Brocchieri) e con molte diverse disci-
pline. È difficile classificare i loro studi in categorie precise: Maraini 
oscilla fra etnologia e letteratura, studi religiosi e racconti di viaggio.7 
Beonio Brocchieri salda insieme interessi per la religione, la socio-
logia, il pensiero politico e gli studi economici.8 Questa varietà di 

5. Cfr. Giuseppe Tucci, “Lo Zen e il carattere del popolo giapponese”, Asiatica, 1–9, 
1939; “Il Giappone moderno e la sua crisi spirituale”, in G. Tucci, Forme dello spirito 
asiatico, Milano-Messina, Principato Editrice, 1940, pp. 233–259; Il Buscidô, Biblioteca 
popolare di cultura politica 21, Firenze, Le Monnier, 1942.

6. Cfr. p. es. Suzuki Daisetsu, Zen and Japanese Culture, Princeton, Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1970, pp. 87–214. Come è noto, questo libro riprende un ciclo di lezioni 
tenute negli Stati Uniti e in Gran Bretagna nel 1936.

7. Non è un caso che il libro più famoso di Maraini sia lo zuihitsu (zibaldone): Ore 
Giapponesi, Milano, Dall’Oglio, 1988, (edizione più volte riveduta e aggiornata di 
un originale del 1957) che ha contribuito a formare generazioni di nipponisti.

8. Beonio Brocchieri lavorò a lungo all’ispi (Istituto per gli Studi di Politica Inter-
nazionale) di Milano. All’università di Venezia, insegnò Storia delle Religioni dell’O-
riente e poi Religioni e Filosofie dell’Asia Orientale; Filosofie dell’India e dell’Asia 
Orientale a Genova; Storia e Istituzioni dei Paesi Afro-asiatici a Pavia. Ricoprì inoltre 
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interessi, di impronta quasi rinascimentale, testimonia della loro 
grande vivacità intellettuale. Tuttavia, il loro apporto allo specifico 
studio delle religioni e filosofie del Giappone convive con un insieme 
molto più ampio di interessi: in breve, non hanno scritto moltissimo 
sull’argomento, anche se il numero totale dei loro scritti è elevato. 
Ciò non significa che le loro pagine su filosofia e religioni giapponesi 
manchino di profondità. Tutt’altro. Ad esempio, Maraini è stato uno 
dei primi studiosi occidentali ad avere posto l’accento sugli aspetti 
meno istituzionali, più popolari dello Shintō. Beonio Brocchieri 
è ancora attualissimo per avere colto la vivacità intellettuale di un 
periodo, quello Tokugawa, che era spesso etichettato come immo-
bilista e retrivo (Cfr. Beonio Brocchieri 1977, 1978, 1993). La sua 
storia del pensiero orientale mantiene per la Cina tutta la sua fre-
schezza, mentre non affronta il Giappone in maniera sistematica, ma 
solo in relazione al periodo Kamakura –che una concezione non più 
attuale della storia religiosa giapponese vedeva come il momento più 
creativo e rappresentativo del buddhismo nipponico– e alle epoche 
Tokugawa e Meiji.

È solo con la terza generazione di studiosi (Massimo Raveri, 
Silvio Vita) che per gli studi religioso-filosofici giapponesi viene 
ritagliato un ambito di ricerca più chiaramente definito. In parti-
colare, Massimo Raveri applica l’antropologia allo studio dei culti 
dei villaggi e della montagna (Raveri 1984a) e all’ascetismo estremo 
(Raveri 1992a). Silvio Vita che si occupa tanto di buddhismo cinese 
che giapponese, approfondisce lo studio dei testi sacri (Vita 1979 e 
2003).

Da questi studiosi ancora attivi, è nata l’ultima generazione di 
nipponisti, caratterizzati da una notevole diversificazione delle com-
petenze. Di scuola veneziana, ricordo: Lucia Dolce (soas di Londra, 
premio Nakamura Hajime 2004) e Fabio Rambelli (Sapporo Dai-
gaku) che si concentrano sullo studio del buddhismo antico, rispetti-

molte cariche istituzionali di prestigio.
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vamente attraverso le prospettive dell’ermeneutica e della semiotica; 
Simone Dalla Chiesa (Università Statale di Milano) oltre ad antro-
pologia dello sport e linguistica, si interessa di arti marziali; Renato 
Andolfato (dottorando alla Tokyo Daigaku) e Matteo Cestari (Uni-
versità di Torino) che studiano filosofia moderna e contemporanea; 
Erica Baffelli (dottoranda all’università di Venezia) per le nuove reli-
gioni giapponesi; Federico Marcon (dottorando alla Columbia Uni-
versity, N.Y.) che si occupa di cultura Tokugawa. Di scuola napole-
tana: va ricordato Paolo Villani (Università di Catania) che studia 
la mitologia shintoista e Oliviero Frattolillo (PhD all’università di 
Napoli), che si interessa di filosofia politica giapponese moderna.

Da un percorso indipendente proviene invece Michele Marra 
(University of California, Los Angeles), che si occupa di estetica 
antica e moderna giapponese, nella prospettiva dell’ermeneutica filo-
sofica di Gianni Vattimo, di cui è stato allievo.

Le strutture universarie

Nell’ambito degli studi giapponesi, in Italia le università maggiori 
per offerta formativa e numero di studenti sono: Napoli (all’Istituto 
Universitario Orientale e alla Fac. di Scienze Politiche), Roma “La 
Sapienza” e Venezia “Ca’ Foscari”. C’è un’altra quindicina di sedi 
in cui sono attivati corsi di lingua e/o cultura giapponese. Fra tutte 
queste università, corsi specifici di religioni e filosofie del Giappone 
sono presenti a Napoli IUO (Silvio Vita), Torino (Matteo Cestari) e 
Venezia (Massimo Raveri).

A Venezia inoltre è stata da poco attivata, in collaborazione con 
l’università di Padova, una laurea specialistica (biennale) in Scienze 
delle Religioni che, primo caso in Italia, consente di approfondire le 
religioni e filosofie dell’Asia Orientale, abbinando una solida prepa-
razione filosofico-religiosa a uno studio adeguato delle lingue orien-
tali.
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Gli studiosi non accademici e i filosofi interessati al Giappone

Vanno poi ricordati i numerosi studiosi non accademici, perlopiù 
missionari o di area cattolica (Franceso Dentoni, Angelo Margia-
ria, Gino K. Piovesana, Franco Sottocornola, Tiziano Tosolini) che 
hanno contribuito talvolta in misura notevole allo studio del pano-
rama religioso (Dentoni, Margiaria e Sottocornola) e filosofico 
(Piovesana e Tosolini) del Giappone. Si hanno poi alcuni filosofi 
‘occidentalisti’ che dimostrano un notevole interesse nella filosofia 
orientale in generale e spesso giapponese in particolare: Giangiorgio 
Pasqualotto (Università di Padova), Carlo Saviani (Caserta), Luigi 
Vero Tarca (Università di Venezia), Giancarlo Vianello (Venezia).

Le pubblicazioni

Criteri di scelta bibliografica

Nella bibliografia allegata si è cercato di raccogliere il maggior 
numero possibile di studi elaborati dagli specialisti italiani di reli-
gioni e filosofie del Giappone. Per la loro inclusione si è adottato, 
salvo alcune eccezioni, il criterio della conoscenza da parte degli stu-
diosi della lingua giapponese. Ciò rappresenta infatti una garanzia 
minima di accesso ai testi originali. La presente ricerca ha cercato di 
raccogliere il numero più alto possibile di testi che rispondano a tali 
criteri. Non è tuttavia da escludersi che qualche lavoro, pur rispet-
tando tali canoni, sia rimasto accidentalmente escluso dalla lista. In 
tale eventualità, nello scusarmi con gli interessati, vorrei far presente 
che la cosa è meramente accidentale. Questa bibliografia è pensata 
come uno strumento per comprendere lo stato dell’arte degli autori e 
traduttori italiani, dei loro contributi accademici e del loro rapporto 
con il grande pubblico e non ha pretesa di esaustività o, peggio, di 
stabilire graduatorie di valore. Si è pensato di organizzare il materiale 
così raccolto secondo quattro categorie:

1.	Pubblicazioni in commercio in lingua italiana (l’editoria)
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2.	Pubblicazioni non in commercio in lingua italiana (l’acca-
demia)

3.	Pubblicazioni di studiosi italiani in lingue diverse dall’ita-
liano

4.	Traduzioni in italiano (che essendo riportate anche nelle 
categorie (1) e (2) non contribuiscono al computo gene-
rale delle pubblicazioni, come per esempio indicato nelle 
tabelle).

Questa distinzione è funzionale alla comprensione della situa-
zione accademica ed editoriale italiana. Infatti, la prima categoria 
consente di mettere in luce l’offerta libraria da parte degli studiosi 
di religioni che parlano giapponese. Non si sono prese in considera-
zione le opere tradotte da lingue europee di autori non italiani.

Nella seconda categoria, sono stati considerati gli articoli di rivi-
ste specializzate, gli atti dei convegni Aistugia (Associazione Italiana 
Studi Giapponesi, fondata nel 1973), e in generale le pubblicazioni 
che normalmente non arrivano al grande pubblico e che perlopiù 
riflettono il dibattito interno agli specialisti del settore. Questa cate-
goria permette di osservare le tendenze, gli interessi degli studiosi 
italiani e di individuarne le diverse sotto-aree di competenza.

Infine, con il terzo gruppo (studi in lingue diverse dall’italiano), 
si può osservare il grado di integrazione di questi studiosi a livello 
mondiale, includendo gli studiosi italiani che operano all’estero.

Brevi considerazioni sulla bibliografia

Si possono fare alcune considerazioni di carattere assai generale su 
questo materiale (i titoli contrassegnati con * sono esauriti).

Editoria in italiano

Dal punto di vista numerico, sono prevalenti gli studi sullo 
shintō (17 titoli di cui 5 esauriti). Fra questi titoli, l’approccio antro-
pologico è ben rappresentato (Cfr. Raveri *1984a e 1992a), accanto a 
quello storicoreligioso (Dentoni *1980 e 1982; Sottocornola 2002 e 
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Tab. 1 Editoria (libri o sezioni di libro in commercio)
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Villani *1990 e *1991), mentre le traduzioni sono scarse e antiquate 
(Ōno Yasumaro *1938). Le monografie (9 titoli) prevalgono di poco 
sulle sezioni di libro (7 articoli), segnale di una buona produttività. 
Gli studi buddhisti sono invece piuttosto rari: solo 8 titoli, la mag-
gior parte dei quali scritti o tradotti da non accademici di area catto-
lica (Margiaria *1970; Furukawa 1989; Rodante *1995). L’accademia 
ha prodotto solo una traduzione parziale dello Shōbōgenzō (Dōgen 
2001) e tre sezioni di volumi collettanei. In tutto, 3 sono le pubbli-
cazioni esaurite. Gli studi di pensiero moderno (tetsugaku), sebbene 
molto più recenti, presentano una situazione migliore: 9 titoli, di cui 
6 traduzioni (Kuki 1992, Nishida *1996, 2001 e due in preparazione; 
Nishitani 2004) e 2 studi di carattere generale (Piovesana *1968, 
Marchianò 1996), con 2 titoli esauriti. Per inciso, il libro di Kuki 
(1992) ha goduto di un buon successo editoriale. Va segnalato anche 
uno studio religioso-sociologico su Ishida Baigan (Beonio Brocchieri 
1993). Le pubblicazioni che rientrano nel campo “altro” riguardano: 
scienze delle religioni (4), dialogo interreligioso (2), studi di interesse 
generale (1), arti marziali (1) e nuove religioni (1). In tutto: 9, di cui 
2 esaurite.

Accademia in italiano

Sebbene gli argomenti siano più diversificati, la tendenza degli 
studi accademici non si discosta molto da quanto già riscontrato nel 
caso dell’editoria. La fetta più grossa di articoli delle riviste si rife-
risce allo Shintō (17 articoli), come allo Shintō è dedicato un libro 
fuori commercio (Maraini 1995), per un totale di 18 pubblicazioni. 
Seguono poi gli studi di pensiero moderno (tetsugaku) con 11 pubbli-
cazioni e gli studi buddhisti con 10 pubblicazioni. Quindi troviamo 
studi sul pensiero Edo (7 pubblicazioni). La categoria “altro” (totale 
di 15) comprende: Scienze delle religioni (5), nuove religioni (4), 
cristianesimo in Giappone (2), arti marziali (2) e studi di carattere 
generale (2).

Riguardo all’ultima categoria, che raccoglie ogni tipo di pubbli-
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cazione in lingua non italiana (inglese o giapponese), bisogna consi-
derare l’esiguo numero di autori (11 in tutto), fra i quali, tre vivono 
e lavorano all’estero (L. Dolce, M. Marra e F. Rambelli) e quindi 
l’inglese o il giapponese sono le lingue “naturali” per le loro pub-
blicazioni. Questo è anche il caso di P. Del Campana, G. K. Piove-
sana e T. Tosolini. L’esiguità dei numeri rende poco rappresentativo 
lo schema, che tuttavia indica almeno una inversione di tendenza 
rispetto alle due categorie precedenti: gli studi sul buddhismo (con 
36 pubblicazioni per 5 autori, ma con un autore che da solo ne conta 
22) e il pensiero moderno (con 17 pubblicazioni per 4 autori, ma 
con un autore che ne ha 12) sono ben più numerosi di quelli sullo 
Shintō (con 7 pubblicazioni distribuite per 3 autori). Per quanta cau-
tela vada usata per interpretare questi dati che dipendono troppo da 
pochi autori, va notato che gli studi buddhisti e di pensiero moderno 
sono decisamente meglio rappresentati. Le opere in giapponese di 
studiosi italiani sono in numero piuttosto esiguo (8 articoli per 3 
autori).

Complessivamente, da questi dati emerge la scarsità numerica 
degli studi critici sul buddhismo giapponese: si tratta perlopiù di 
qualche pagina di presentazione (Beonio Brocchieri 1977 per il 
solo pensiero Kamakura, Edo e moderno, Del Campana 1996, 
Raveri 1998) in volumi collettanei che riguardano anche religioni 
non giapponesi. Altrimenti, si tratta di opere datate e da lungo 
tempo fuori catalogo (Margiaria *1970). Anche gli studi generali 
sulla filosofia moderna e contemporanea giapponese sono pochi e 
comunque introvabili (Piovesana *1968). La situazione è invece 
decisamente migliore per lo Shintō. Rimane perciò ancora tutta da 
percorrere la strada della manualistica, di un libro sulla storia del 
pensiero giapponese che tenga conto dei più recenti orientamenti 
della critica e che sia paragonabile per ampiezza a uno dei vari studi 
sulla storia del pensiero cinese. Questa assenza pesa non solo presso 
il grande pubblico, ma anche presso gli studenti dei corsi universitari 
di religioni e filosofie giapponesi. È pur vero che questa carenza non 
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riguarda la sola situazione italiana, ma investe gli studi religiosi giap-
ponesi nel loro complesso. E tuttavia in Italia, dove mancano opere 
generali anche datate e sono assenti anche le pubblicazioni settoriali, 
questa assenza rischia di farsi molto pesante.

Non è un caso che in Italia il buddhismo sia conosciuto ai lettori 
quasi solo attraverso opere di provenienza indologica. A riguardo del 
buddhismo giapponese, si trovano perlopiù: 1) opere tradotte da lin-
gue europee di autori come Suzuki Daisetsu che hanno scritto in 
inglese 2) traduzioni di traduzioni 3) lavori di studiosi non specialisti.

Le traduzioni in italiano

Un altro punto critico negli studi di religioni e filosofie del 
Giappone riguarda le traduzioni dal giapponese all’italiano di fonti 
primarie: il pensiero antico è rappresentato solo da una traduzione 
parziale dello Shōbōgenzō (Dōgen 2001), una traduzione ormai 
obsoleta del Kojiki (Ōno Yasumaro *1938) e 3 traduzioni di pensa-
tori Tokugawa (Ishida 1993, Motoori 1988 e Yamamoto 1993). Per il 
pensiero moderno (tetsugaku) si hanno 8 saggi tradotti, di lunghezza 
variabile, di pensatori moderni (Kuki 1992, Nishida *1996, 2001a e 
2001b e 2 in preparazione; Nishitani 2004 e Tezuka 1999), che rap-
presentano ben oltre la metà delle traduzioni dall’originale giappo-
nese di pensatori nipponici.

La filosofia moderna giapponese

Un breve cenno alla filosofia moderna e contemporanea (tetsugaku). 
In relazione al rapporto con il grande pubblico, le barriere lingui-
stiche sono inferiori a quelle che abbiamo ipotizzato giocare a sfa-
vore dello sviluppo degli studi buddhisti in Italia. I problemi sono 
piuttosto legati al sostrato religioso-filosofico autoctono a cui spesso 
i filosofi moderni si riferiscono, a volte mutando nascostamente l’ac-
cezione dei termini di derivazione occidentale e in tal modo il senso 
generale del fare filosofia. Questo rende necessaria la conoscenza del 
buddhismo e della cultura giapponesi. Perciò, la filosofia giapponese 
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in Italia, data anche la relativa scarsità di studi buddhisti giapponesi, 
risulta di fatto più difficile da far apprezzare del buddhismo stesso, 
che presenta invece difficoltà maggiori in fase di studio che di diffu-
sione (pregiudizi orientalisti a parte).

Da parte degli studiosi che si interessano di pensiero moderno 
giapponese, c’è necessità di una doppia competenza: non solo cul-
tura e lingua giapponese, ma anche filosofia occidentale, disciplina 
assai rara nell’ambito della nipponistica. In Italia si danno molto 
spesso due casi contrastanti: filosofi occidentalisti (anche accade-
mici) che desiderano approfondire la filosofia moderna giapponese, 
ma che non conoscendo la lingua non sono sempre affidabili come 
interpreti del pensiero giapponese (anche se il loro contributo può 
essere importante dal punto di vista della storia intellettuale, o della 
filosofia), o nipponisti che pur avendo le necessarie competenze lin-
guistiche non hanno una preparazione filosofica adeguata; il che li 
squalifica agli occhi dei sofisticati pensatori europei. Data la relativa 
competenza del pubblico e dell’accademia italiani in fatto di filo-
sofia occidentale, è necessario che il traduttore-critico di pensiero 
moderno giapponese conosca la cultura e la lingua nipponiche, ma 
al contempo sappia orientarsi nel dibattito filosofico attuale. Questo 
compito potrebbe essere facilitato, se si sviluppassero maggiori rap-
porti con l’accademia dei filosofi italiani, che tuttavia, nonostante 
qualche timida apertura e qualche tiepida curiosità specialmente 
nell’area degli heideggeriani, resta spesso dubbiosa in merito alla 
possibilità di riconoscere anche ai giapponesi lo status di filosofi pro-
fessionisti.

In questo senso, l’editoria, molto più che le pubblicazioni acca-
demiche, può rappresentare la chiave di volta del processo di dif-
fusione, contribuendo a far circolare l’idea che anche in Giappone 
si fa filosofia all’occidentale di un certo livello, considerazione che 
rappresenta l’anticamera per un’apertura maggiore della stessa cate-
goria di “filosofia”. È necessario far conoscere i filosofi giapponesi 
moderni, operando su entrambi i fronti delle traduzioni e degli studi 
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critici, avviando dibattiti e collaborazioni con l’accademia dei filosofi 
italiani. Anche se dal punto di vista editoriale la situazione è relativa-
mente migliore di quella degli studi buddhisti, tuttavia le pubblica-
zioni sono ancora largamente insufficienti ed è difficile rendersi visi-
bili senza una presenza editoriale, specialmente in un contesto come 
quello italiano che è tendenzialmente conservatore dal punto di vista 
religioso e filosofico.

Per quanto riguarda il dibattito interno agli studi sul pensiero 
moderno giapponese, di fronte all’affermarsi degli studi americani, 
va affermata la necessità, in Italia come nel resto d’Europa, di una 
“via europea” di interpretazione della filosofia moderna giapponese, 
che deve passare per un’analisi dei momenti più prettamente teore-
tico-concettuali del loro pensiero. Questo approccio deve basarsi su 
una rigorosa ricerca testuale e una chiarificazione critica del ruolo 
che questi filosofi hanno o possono avere nella storia della filosofia 
occidentale. In particolare, rispetto a numerose interpretazioni politi-
cizzanti della filosofia di Kyoto operate da quei critici americani che 
trascurano l’aspetto teoretico, mi pare decisamente più congeniale 
alla sensibilità europea approfondire questa dimensione.
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Il futuro della filosofia giapponese  
in Italia

Tiziano Tosolini

La filosofia, fin dal suo nascere e susseguente sviluppo, 
 è interrogazione sul reale e sulle sue condizioni di 

possibilità. La sua storia, però, evidenzia anche come risposte infal-
libili alle domande che essa stessa si pone non solo non esistano, ma 
esse non possano neppure essere confinate e ristrette ad un “pensiero 
locale”, regionale o continentale che sia. Il mondo –come affermava 
McLuhan– è diventato villaggio, e lancia alla filosofia la sfida di 
intrattenere un dialogo non più limitato a quegli omogenei bacini 
culturali che si sono formati da una stessa tradizione di pensiero, ma 
di aprire e ammettere alla discussione anche tutte quelle voci e con-
tributi che a quella tradizione e pensiero sono stati finora estranei. 
E questo non tanto con quell’afflato o disposizione paternalistica 
che “conceda” o “permetta” a questi nuovi contributi di poter essere 
benignamente ascoltati, soppesati e poi quasi subito accantonati dal 
“pensiero comune” per la loro subito evidente differenza di impo-
stazione e ragionamento. Questi nuovi apporti devono invece essere 
accolti con rispetto e serietà, come partners che rivendicano una 
voce di eguale levatura e profondità, come un’offerta diversa eppure 
indispensabile per contribuire a quella passione e meraviglia di cui la 
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filosofia stessa si nutre ed è madre.
Ad un rapido sguardo, la filosofia oggi in Italia si trova a con-

vivere con due anime che si sovrappongono senza però mai esclu-
dersi a vicenda, che si implicano e si richiamano anche se esse sem-
brano porsi su basi concettuali antitetiche. Da una parte si assiste 
allo sbriciolamento operato dal postmoderno di tutto ciò che un 
tempo era ritenuto certo ed immutabile perché protetto e sorretto 
dai totalizzanti principi della modernità (cioè di quel periodo che 
va da Cartesio a Nietzsche e che è dominato dall’idea di progresso 
inteso come orientamento a un modello di vita e di azione, come 
aspirazione a valori ultimi, fondati sulla capacità dell’uomo di usare 
la ragione). Dall’altra si assiste allo sforzo costante di ricostruire o 
consolidare proprio quei fondamenti che sembravano essersi sgre-
tolati sotto i colpi di massime o slogan quali: la “morte di Dio” di 
Friedrich Nietzsche, la “fine dell’uomo” di Michel Foucault, l’“incre-
dulità verso le metanarrative” di Jean-François Lyotard, l’“iper-realtà 
e simulazione” di Jean Baudrillard, il soggetto inteso come semplice 
“effetto di superficie” di Gianni Vattimo, la dispersione “rizoma-
tica” di Gilles Deleuze e Felix Guattari, l’invisibile traccia della “dif-
férance” di Jacques Derrida. Se l’uomo moderno è contrassegnato 
dalla fiducia in se stesso come creatore e protagonista di una civiltà 
nuova più avanzata e più democratica di ogni epoca precedente, e in 
costante movimento verso ulteriori traguardi, l’uomo postmoderno 
rinuncia a fondamenti (Grund) certi e traguardi ultimi inserendo 
invece gli eventi entro orizzonti linguistici non fissi ma storicamente 
qualificati e determinati. E trattandosi di orizzonti temporalizzati, 
vale a dire non eterni, è chiaro che sparisce ogni pretesa di discorsi o 
teorie dogmatiche e cogenti su Dio, sull’uomo, sul senso della storia 
o sul destino dell’umanità. In altre parole, il postmoderno (la cui 
versione italiana, il cosiddetto pensiero debole, è propugnata da filo-
sofi quali Gianni Vattimo e Pier Aldo Rovatti) ha introdotto una 
profonda tensione tra verità e finzione, tra discorso e significato, tra 
storia ed invenzione, tra soggetto ed oggetto, parole e cose, idea e 
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contenuto, identità e differenza, libertà e determinismo, ragione e 
follia. 

Da un punto di vista teorico, si potrebbe affermare che al termine 
di tutte queste operazioni che tendono ad indebolire l’Essere e a per-
seguire fino il fondo il suo oblio (come direbbe Martin Heidegger), 
non rimane nient’altro che una labile e sempre evanescente indagine 
sull’infinita frammentarietà storica, sul soggetto inteso come stratifi-
cazione linguistica ed epocale, su una verità che cessa di essere ade-
guamento del pensiero alla realtà ed è invece giocata come continua 
interpretazione. Questa dissoluzione di ogni metafisica, questo tra-
monto di un concetto di storia inteso come progresso guidato dalle 
leggi del superamento, non indica però che la modernità sia di fatto 
conclusa: essa continua a sopravvive come oggetto di “rammemora-
zione” (An-denken), come ciò da cui prendere le distanze per meglio 
osservare, come una malattia da cui prendere congedo, come eco di 
quell’essere di cui ormai si può fare solo ricordo. Si potrebbe dunque 
affermare che il postmoderno, più che costituire una proposta alter-
nativa al moderno e alle sue teorie emancipatrici, viva in esso quasi 
da parassita: esso si nutre dei suoi contenuti, dei suoi progetti incon-
trovertibili, e – allo stesso tempo – ne indebolisce la sua capacità 
di funzionamento, paralizza le sue idee chiare e distinte, depotenzia 
valori e le evidenze originarie, depista le leggi ineluttabili della storia.

Ora, se questo è il milieu culturale e filosofico nel quale l’Italia 
si sta trovando a vivere, quale contributo potrebbe offrire o quale 
futuro si può prospettare per un proficuo incontro e dialogo con la 
filosofia giapponese? Se la fine (o agonia) della modernità inaugura 
un nuovo periodo, una fase di ascolto, di attenzione a ciò che, nella 
luce forte della ragione e della storia era non avvertito o comunque 
risultava inintelligibile, una fase ecumenica e di apertura alle “culture 
altre” caratterizzata da una visione più tollerante e pacifica della con-
vivenza umana, dove e come la filosofia giapponese può inserirsi per 
far sentire la sua voce? Se alla moderna idea cristiana di storia della 
salvezza il postmoderno sostituisce la secolarizzazione del sacro cre-
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ando così uno sconvolgimento dell’intero abito dell’esistenza e della 
fede (in cui si assiste al richiamo di vivere in spirito debole, attraverso 
la carità, una propria vocazione laica in modo da proporre spazi di 
libera discussione e dialogo interreligioso ed interculturale), quale 
può essere l’apporto della ricca riflessione della filosofia giapponese 
su questi temi?

Lo sguardo interpretativo con cui la filosofia giapponese ana-
lizza la realtà, come è risaputo, non viene a coincidere con quello 
della storia dell’Essere e del suo rapporto speculare e dialettico con 
il ni-ente, ma si affida piuttosto ad una metafisica del Nulla inteso 
come substratum e condizione di possibilità di tutto ciò che esiste e 
vive. Un Nulla non definibile, ma che tutto definisce, un’atmosfera 
densa di vuoto che rigonfia ogni forma, un mondo in cui ogni escre-
scenza di senso e di significato partecipa al fluire delle cose nell’im-
permanenza del loro essere. Dal Nulla e non dall’Essere ogni cosa è 
creata e fa ritorno, così che ogni possibile telos dell’esistenza, ogni 
progettualità e ragione vengono ad essere intuiti tramite un’espe-
rienza più fondamentale di ogni distinzione tra Essere e non-Essere: 
essi sono ricondotti alla dialettica di “Essere eppure non-Essere”, 
“tempo eppure eternità”, “nascita eppure morte”. Se considerati da 
questa prospettiva, anche gli esseri umani (con tutto il loro bagaglio 
storico ed esistenziale) hanno la possibilità di ritrovare – oltre ogni 
intenzionalità della coscienza, oltre ogni precostituita meditazione 
filosofica – la loro peculiare vocazione ad abbandonare le rassicuranti 
alcove di un “io” illusorio e oggettivo per entrare in quella più ricca e 
genuina dimensione del “non-io”, cioè di un “io” che si risveglia alla 
propria intrinseca natura di “forma del Nulla” partecipando del flu-
ire del reale e della comunione con le cose in maniera assolutamente 
naturale e spontanea. 

Da questo punto di vista, allora, la filosofia giapponese potrebbe 
aiutare a cogliere in maniera ancora più schietta il nesso che lega 
indissolubilmente l’ontologia nichilista (intesa come discorso sull’in-
debolimento dell’Essere) alla struttura architettonica dell’Essere 
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stesso, struttura questa che deve fungere da sottofondo o da residuo 
metafisico da cui, appunto, prendere distanze e congedo. La filo-
sofia giapponese, in altri termini, aiuterebbe la riflessione filosofica 
italiana ad esplorare la dialettica tra “Essere” e “ni-ente”, tra il fon-
damento ultimo di ogni discorso e la sua molteplicità o poliedricità 
interpretativa, indirizzando il pensiero ad analizzare il “luogo”, l’oriz-
zonte o l’atmosfera concettuale dove tale contrapposizione dialettica 
emerge e si dipana. In definitiva, si tratterebbe di ospitare all’interno 
del dibattito contemporaneo quell’elemento che soggiace e permette 
ogni possibile dispiegazione di pensiero e di articolazione logica. Un 
elemento, si badi bene, che di sua natura evita qualsiasi concettualiz-
zazione definitiva, qualsiasi sua riduzione ad entità fissa e stabile di 
indagine o riflessione, anche se sempre aperto e disponibile ad essere 
compreso da quell’intuizione che deborda i rigidi canoni dicotomici 
di “soggetto” e “oggetto”. 

Connessa a questa tematica, la filosofia giapponese potrebbe 
contribuire con le sue ispirazioni alla discussione sempre attuale 
sull’identità del soggetto e del suo rapporto con gli altri. Se per il 
postmoderno il soggetto è già da sempre “gettato” nel mondo o in un 
progetto, in una lingua o in una cultura che eredita (facendolo così 
depositario di un’infinita rete di impulsi e sentimenti, di passioni e 
di pulsioni che lottano tra di loro determinando equilibri sempre 
provvisori ed instabili), l’apporto della riflessione filosofica giappo-
nese risiederebbe nel considerare il soggetto non tanto come un iso-
lato punto fisso cartesiano a cui fare inevitabilmente ritorno dopo 
ogni peregrinazione conoscitiva, quanto piuttosto a quell’individuo 
che partecipa della realtà condividendone la comune derivazione 
dal Nulla. Un individuo che non è isolato dal fluire del reale, soli-
tario essere che sopravvive oltre ogni sua ipotetica definizione e che 
dispensa giudizi e valori sulla verità o meno delle cose, ma una per-
sona che nella sua unicità è anche un essere generico, interconnesso 
con tutti gli altri in virtù della stessa struttura meontologica da cui 
nasce e si forma. La filosofia giapponese, in breve, potrebbe allargare 
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il discorso sull’individuo e sulla sua identità ricordando alla filosofia 
occidentale che aldilà delle sempre possibili identificazioni del sog-
getto come essere pensante, esiste anche quella dimensione spirituale 
in cui il soggetto “vive lasciandosi vivere”, in cui cioè la razionalità 
lascia il posto all’intuizione, il concetto all’esperienza, l’idea e la spe-
culazione ad un pre-riflessivo legame con tutti gli altri esseri viventi.

Quest’ultima affermazione ci introduce ad un’altra tematica, 
quella riguardante l’estetica e il suo rapporto con la verità. La bel-
lezza ed il vero, per il postmoderno, sono svincolati da ogni visione 
che li riduca o riconduca la nozione di “bello” ad un puro giudizio 
estetico, e l’idea di “verità” a semplici teorie che ne esaltino l’evi-
denza, l’oggettività e la corrispondenza tra fatto e preposizione. Esse, 
invece, sono ora intrecciate e quasi fuse in quel “vero che si riflette 
nel bello”, in quella vocazione nichilista che adorna e rammemora il 
destino dell’Essere in cui l’uomo è gettato. La filosofia giapponese, a 
questo riguardo, potrebbe ricordare a quella italiana che “il respiro 
del vuoto è il tratto del pennello” (Kuki Shūzō), che nella fluidità 
dell’armonia, della semplicità, della delicatezza si fa presente quell’in-
finito che sfugge a qualsiasi concettualizzazione. Arte e verità che si 
con-fondono, che indicano senza mostrare, che accarezzano senza 
afferrare o possedere e che trasformano la supremazia del creatore, 
osservatore e pensante in una inaspettata epifania del Nulla, in quella 
capacità di vedere la forma delle cose priva di forma e di udire la voce 
delle cose prive voce. Il soggetto coinciderebbe qui con l’operazione 
stessa del conoscere e del creare, e il contenuto della conoscenza non 
definirebbe il carattere del sentimento, ma sarebbe la conoscenza ad 
essere contenuta nel sentimento.

Di grande importanza, inoltre, sembra essere l’apporto della 
riflessione giapponese al tema della religione. Il concetto centrale 
che pare attirare l’attenzione del postmoderno e del pensiero filoso-
fico giapponese, infatti, è quello di kenosis, dello “svuotamento” di 
Dio. Anche nella riflessione postmoderna si afferma che per cogliere 
il nesso tra ontologia nichilista e cristianesimo occorra liberarsi da 
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una concezione metafisica-naturalistica di Dio per soffermarsi invece 
sull’idea di un Dio che si abbassa, che si fa uomo, che si incarna. La 
kenosis è la vicenda di un Dio che si priva della propria divinità e 
che si presenta con volto umano, che si de-potenzia affinché l’uomo 
possa ora cor-rispondergli non più da una posizione di inferiorità, 
ma da una base (o religione) intimamente umana, amichevole e, 
dunque, debole. Anche nella filosofia giapponese (soprattutto quella 
che si ispira a Nishida Kitarō e Nishitani Keiji, e che ha trovato eco 
in teologi protestanti quali Katsumi Takizawa, Seiichi Yagi, e pensa-
tori cattolici come Inoue Yōji), l’immagine di Dio non viene a cor-
rispondere con quella di un essere metastorico, trascendente, ogget-
tivo, completamente staccato dalle vicende umane e da avvicinare in 
maniera mistica o contemplativa. Al contrario, Dio è inteso come un 
campo che avvolge ed abbraccia a sé ogni sostanza, come un’unio-
ne-in-differenza tra uomo e Dio che può essere percepita solo all’in-
terno di quell’identità dei contraddittori assoluti di trascendenza in 
immanenza e di immanenza in trascendenza che supera qualsiasi 
logica che contrapponga il “conoscente” al “conosciuto”. Dio, per 
il postmoderno come per la filosofia giapponese, entra con l’uomo 
in un rapporto agapico, libero da quelle caratteristiche “forti” ed 
ontologiche dell’intenzionalità e del comandamento, per assumere le 
tinte più deboli, ma anche più rispettose verso l’alterità dell’altro, di 
spontaneità ed immediatezza…

Di certo, si porterebbe continuare con questa nostra riflessione 
sul rapporto (a volte pacato, a volte stridente) tra la filosofia giappo-
nese e quella italiana includendo e trattando altre tematiche impor-
tanti, quali quelle di storia, di tempo, di scienza e tecnica, di etica, 
di ecologia… Ma lo sguardo offerto finora, credo possa essere suffi-
ciente per far intravedere l’immensa ricchezza che sprigiona da un 
loro possibile dialogo ed incontro. O dovrebbe sprigionare… per-
ché al momento, queste filosofie sembrano vivere ancora in universi 
separati, quasi costrette a camminare su strade parallele, ad avvici-
narsi solo per brevi tratti grazie più a sporadiche curiosità intellet-
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tuali che a seri confronti e dialoghi. Che cosa manca, ad ambedue, 
per salutare una vivace intesa e comunicazione, per riconoscersi 
come indispensabili e necessarie nelle loro riflessioni finora rimaste 
troppo spesso separate? Quali sono i problemi da affrontare in un 
prossimo futuro perché un loro incontro possa dirsi vicino e si nutra 
di un proficuo avvenire? 

Il primo ostacolo da superare, il più evidente a tutti, è la man-
canza di traduzioni di opere filosofiche dal giapponese all’italiano (e 
viceversa). Senza avere a disposizione i testi su cui riflettere e inter-
rogarsi, senza una loro adeguata circolazione tra studiosi ed appas-
sionati, entrambe le filosofie sono purtroppo destinate ad ignorarsi. 

Un secondo ostacolo, legato al primo, può essere identificato nel 
fatto che la filosofia giapponese non è ancora seriamente conside-
rata per il suo valore e profondità, tanto da non essere inserita in 
corsi universitari, sia a livello teologico che filosofico. Eppure, come 
abbiamo cercato di evidenziare in queste pagine, i presupposti per 
un suo incontro, per un più approfondito studio tematico, interdi-
sciplinare, o semplicemente comparativo è già presente nel bacino 
culturale italiano. 

Qualche novità, invece, esiste a livello di dialogo interreligioso, 
laddove l’incontro con l’alterità di un’altra religione genera curio-
sità e voglia di conoscenza. Ma a questi incontri, a volte, manca il 
supporto di quelle riflessioni filosofiche che, pur non sostituendola, 
di fatto sottendono ogni articolazione di fede. Nascono così delle 
incomprensioni fatali su terminologie e dottrine, su vocaboli e credi 
che producono un duplice indesiderato effetto: da una parte coloro 
che rifiutano di avvicinarsi allo “strano” mondo del pensiero orien-
tale, dall’altra si assiste alla nascita di una specie di “nuovo orienta-
lismo” in cui persone o gruppi adottano elementi di altre religioni 
come fossero una semplice moda, senza ben comprendere la reale 
preziosità di quelle dottrine e senza possedere quell’apparato cri-
tico che consenta loro di intendere la complessità degli assunti. Una 
maggiore divulgazione di testi di filosofia giapponese unita ad una 
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sua rispettosa analisi, aiuterebbe ad iniziare o approfondire non solo 
uno studio da svolgersi a livello teoretico o accademico, ma anche a 
dare maggiore spessore contenutistico a quell’approccio esperienziale 
e pratico da cui molti sembrano essere attratti.

Il futuro della filosofia giapponese in Italia, allora, dipenderà 
molto non tanto dalle circostanze storiche in cui ambedue si trove-
ranno in avvenire perché è ora, nel tempo presente di una ontologia 
debole che ha scosso le grandi fedi dogmatiche e i grandi orizzonti 
metafisici, che esso può trovare la sua più idonea concretizzazione 
e produrre una fruttuosa intesa. La sua diffusione dipenderà molto 
dal grado di intensità ed urgenza con cui sarà percepita la necessità 
di una sua ricezione e trasmissione, dalla raggiunta consapevolezza o 
meno che una filosofia giapponese in Italia non sminuisca ma accre-
sca e arricchisca il suo bagaglio culturale e di dialogo religioso. In 
fondo… il futuro della filosofia giapponese non si discosta dal futuro 
o dal destino di ogni filosofia, di ogni meraviglia. Non esclusa quella 
italiana.
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Japanische Philosophie  
in deutscher Sprache

Rolf Elberfeld

Hegel und Schelling sprechen zu Anfang und 
Mitte des 19. Jahrhunderts nur von chinesischer 

und indischer Philosophie. Die Wendung “japanische Philosophie” 
scheint es wohl schon gegeben zu haben,1 war aber keineswegs 
gebräuchlich. Die Aufmerksamkeit auf die japanische Kultur in 
Europa wird zunächst durch die japanischen Holzschnitte hervor-
gerufen, die auf den Weltausstellungen des 19. Jahrhunderts in Paris 
zu sehen waren. Die Maler des Impressionismus und vor allem van 
Gogh wurden tief durch sie beeinflußt.

Etwa zur gleichen Zeit als die Holzschnitte in der europäischen 
Malerei zu wirken beginnen, kommen die ersten Japaner nach 
Deutschland, um Philosophie zu studieren.2 Es ist vor allem Inoue 

1. Klaus Kracht weist in einem Text darauf hin, daß die Deutsche Encyclopaedie 
im 16. Band aus dem Jahr 1791 das Stichwort “Japanische Philosophie” verzeichnet. 
Kracht, Geistesgeschichte der Frühmoderne, in: Grundriß der Japanologie, hg. v. K. 
Kracht u. M. Rüttermann, Wiesbaden 2001, 170.

2. Vermutlich sind Matsumoto Keitarō (1850–1879) und Kumazawa Zen’an (1845–
1906) die ersten japanischen Philosophiestudenten in Deutschland überhaupt. Der 
erste studierte von 1872–1878 und der zweite von 1872–1873 Philosophie an der 
Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin. Vgl. R. Hartmann, Japanische Studenten an der 
Berliner Universität. 1870–1914, Berlin 1997, Kleine Reihe. Mori-Ōgai-Gedank-
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Tetsujirō (1855–1944) der nicht nur von 1884–1890 westliche Phi-
losophie in Deutschland studiert,3 sondern auch ab Oktober 1887 
am neugegründeten orientalistischen Seminar der Humboldt Uni-
versität zu Berlin japanische Sprache und Geschichte und Religion 
Japans unterrichtet. Er lernt viele damals wichtige Philosophen ken-
nen und gibt diesen auch erste Informationen über die japanische 
Geistesgeschichte weiter. Erst nach seiner Rückkehr veröffentlicht er 
Texte in französischer4 und deutscher Sprache über die japanische 
Philosophie. Der 1913 in deutscher Sprache veröffentlichte Text Die 
Japanische Philosophie von Inoue kann wohl als der erste Überblick-
saufsatz gelten. Er ist unterteilt in:

1.	Die Chu Hsi-Schule,
2.	Die Wang Yangming-Schule,
3.	Der Urkonfuzianismus in Japan,
4.	Neue Blüte der Wang Yangming-Schule im 19. Jahrhun-

dert,
5.	Die national-philosophische Schule und die moderne Phi-

losophie in Japan.

Inoue schreibt folgendes zu seinem Philosophieverständnis:

Von Philosophie kann man in Japan erst nach der Einführung aus-
ländischer Philosophie und Religion sprechen, und zwar soll die chi-
nesische Philosophie durch den Koreaner Wang-in (5. Jahrhundert 
n. Chr.) ins Land gebracht worden sein, während die ausländische 
Religion, der Buddhismus, durch eine koreanische Gesandtschaft im 
Jahre 552 n. Chr. nach Japan gekommen ist. Man darf diese Tatsache 
jedoch nicht so auffassen, als ob es gar kein originelles, einheimi-

stätte der Humboldt Universität zu Berlin; 1. 155
3. Vgl. Johann Nawrocki, Inoue Tetsujirō (1855–1944) und die Ideologie des 

Götterlandes, Hamburg 1997.
4. T. Inouye, Le développement des idées philosophiques en Japon avant l’intro-

duction de la civilisation Européene, in: Mitteilungen des Internationalen Orientalis-
tenkongresses, Paris 1897. (Quelle Schinzinger) Dieser Text soll auch in die deutsche 
Sprache übersetzt worden sein, konnte aber nicht aufgefunden werden.
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sches Ideensubstrat für die japanische Philosophie gegeben habe, 
und daß diese nichts anderes sei, als die eingeführte ausländische 
Philosophie.

Denn eine

Gedankenströmung, die gewöhnlich populär “Yamatodamashi”, 
deutsch: der japanische Volksgeist, genannt wird, bildet den Stamm, 
auf welchem die beiden ausländischen Gedankensysteme, welche 
Japan in früherer Zeit befruchtet haben, die chinesische Philosophie 
und die indische Religion aufgepfropft worden sind.5

Wie selbstverständlich prägt Inoue die Wendung “chinesische 
Philosophie”, die offenbar in seiner Perspektive nicht wesentlich von 
der westlichen zu unterscheiden ist. In Bezug auf Indien spricht er 
jedoch von “Religion” und nicht ausdrücklich von Philosophie. Eine 
“japanische Philosophie” nimmt er hingegen nicht vor der Einfüh-
rung der chinesischen an, sondern nur eine gewisse geistige Grund-
lage, auf der die anderen philosophischen Traditionen aufgenom-
men wurden, so daß die “japanische” Philosophie eine Mischung 
aus Rezipiertem und eigenen geistigen Grundlagen darstellt. Nach 
Inoues Einteilung gibt es somit bereits seit dem 5. Jahrhundert Phi-
losophie in Japan und zwar in Form der “chinesischen Philosophie”, 
so daß die Geschichte der Philosophie wesentlich aus der chinesi-
schen Philosophie in Japan bestehe, die sich dann im Laufe der Zeit 
mit den geistigen Grundlagen Japans verbunden hat. Sein Aufsatz 
handelt dann vor allem von neokonfuzianischen Denkern japani-
scher Herkunft. 

Mit der Rezeption der westlichen Philosophie sieht er aber eine 
Phase angebrochen, die einen Neuanfang verspricht:

5. Inoue Tetsujirō, Die japanische Philosophie, in: Die Kultur der Gegenwart, Abt. 
1, hg. v. Paul Hinneberg, Bd. 5, Allgemeine Geschichte der Philosophie, Leipzig 1913, 
100.
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Seit der Restauration der Mikado-Herrschaft hat die Philosophie 
in Japan eine ganz neue Bahn eingeschlagen. Die europäische Phi-
losophie wurde sowohl von den Japanern selbst als auch von den 
Ausländern eingeführt. Am Anfang hat man besonders Mill, Spen-
cer, Lewes und andere englische Philosophen verehrt. Als man aber 
die Philosophie mehr als Spezialstudium zu treiben anfing, hat man 
mehr Kant, Hegel, Schopenhauer, Lotze, Wundt, Paulsen, v. Hart-
mann und andere deutsche Philosophen zu verehren angefangen. 
Der Materialismus hat wenigstens einen Vertreter gefunden. Auch 
fehlt es nicht an Denkern, welche den Utilitarismus und sogar den 
Egoismus vertreten. Nietzsche wurde ebenfalls von einigen jungen 
Schriftstellern eingeführt, aber er ist nur wie eine flüchtige Mode 
schnell an uns vorbeigegangen. Neuerdings bestreben sich einige, 
den Sozialismus zu verbreiten, aber er scheint hier keinen Erfolg zu 
haben. Die christlichen Ideen kommen natürlich auch in manche 
Beziehung mit der philosophischen Geistestätigkeit. Es ist wohl 
möglich, daß die Philosophie in Japan durch den Zusammenstoß 
und die Verschmelzung der morgenländischen Gedanken mit den 
abendländischen in nicht entfernter Zukunft einen großen Auf-
schwung nehmen wird.6

Der nächste, später sehr bedeutende japanische Philosoph, der 
in Deutschland und Frankreich von 1921–1929 studiert, ist Kuki 
Shūzō (1888–1941). Er studiert in Heidelberg bei Rickert und Herri-
gel, in Paris bei Bergson, wo er auch den jungen Sartre kennenlernt, 
und in Freiburg bei Husserl und Heidegger.7 Tanabe Hajime studiert 
von 1922–1924 in Freiburg bei Husserl und Heidegger und in Berlin 
bei Alois Riehl. Tanabes Text Die neue Wende in der Phänomenologie 
– Heideggers Phänomenologie des Lebens von 1924 ist wohl die erste 
Sekundärliteratur zu Heidegger überhaupt.8 

6. Inoue, Die japanische Philosophie, 1913, 113.
7. Vgl. Minoru Okada (Hg.), Die Sturktur des “Iki” von Shuzo Kuki. Eine Ein-

führung in die japanische Ästhetik und Phänomenologie, Egelsbach 1999.
8. Dt. in: Japan und Heidegger, hg. v. H. Buchner, Sigmaringen 1989, 89–108.
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Miki Kiyoshi studiert von 1922-24 in Heidelberg bei Rickert, 
dann in Marburg bei Heidegger. Er erhält Privatunterricht bei Her-
rigel, Löwith, Glockner, Schinzinger und Gadamer. Er kehrt 1925 
nach Japan zurück.

Neben den genannten studieren auch Mutai Risaku (1926-28) 
und Takahashi Satomi (1925–1927) in Freiburg bei Husserl. 

Watsuji Tetsurō hielt sich für eineinhalb Jahre in Europa auf 
(1927–1928). Im Jahr seiner Ankunft las er sogleich in Berlin das 
gerade erschienene Buch Sein und Zeit von Heidegger.

Nishitani Keiji hört in den Jahren 1938/39 die Vorlesungen Hei-
deggers in Freiburg. 1964 ist er erneut ein Jahr in Deutschland als 
Gastprofessor in Hamburg.

Tsujimura Kōichi studiert von 1956-58 in Freiburg die Philoso-
phie Heideggers. Er gehört zu einer Generation, die nicht nur die 
Philosophie Europas studieren wollen, sondern von Anfang an ost-
asiatische Traditionen in ihr Denken einbeziehen. So gilt Tsujimuras 
Auseinandersetzung seit jeher Heidegger und dem Zen-Buddhis-
mus.

Ueda Shizuteru studiert in den 60er Jahren des 20. Jh. in 
Marburg Religionswissenschaft bei Ernst Benz in der Tradition 
von Rudolf Otto. Ueda hat in zahllosen Vorträgen und Aufsätzen 
zen-buddhistisches Philosophieren im deutschen Sprachraum vor-
gestellt.

Es könnten noch viele Japaner und auch Japanerinnen aufge-
zählt werden, die im deutschen Sprachraum Philosophie studiert 
und ihre Dissertationen und Habilitationen abgeschlossen haben. 
Einige von ihnen haben ihre Ergebnisse auch direkt in deutscher 
Sprach publiziert (z.B. Imamichi Tomonobu,9 Ōhashi Ryōsuke,10 

9. Betrachtungen über das Eine: Gedanken aus der Begegnung der Antipoden, 
Tokyo 1968.

10. Kire. Das Schöne in Japan, Köln 1994; Japan im interkulturellen Dialog, 
München 1999.



198  |  Japanische Philosophie in deutscher Sprache

Arifuku Kōgaku,11 Yamaguchi Ichirō,12 Hashi Hisaki,13 Ogawa 
Tadashi,14 Yamashita Yoshiaki15).

Die erste aufnahme japanischer philosophie in 
deutschland durch japaner vorgestellt

Der Aufsatz über “Japanische Philosophie” von Inoue 
aus dem Jahre 1913 wurde bereits erwähnt. 1928 erscheint in den 
Kant-Studien der Aufsatz Die Philosophischen Tendenzen in Japan 
von Kuwaki Gen’yoku,16 der Nachfolger Inoues an der Universität 
Tokyo. Er beschreibt zunächst die Rezeption westlicher Philosophie 
in Japan und diskutiert dann die Möglichkeit, von “orientalischer 
Philosophie” zu sprechen. 1940 erscheint in Blätter für deutsche 
Philosophie der Aufsatz Japanische Philosophie der Gegenwart von T. 
Taketi.17 Er stellt wohl erstmalig in einer westlichen Sprache die Phi-
losophien von Nishida und Tanabe ausführlicher vor.

1943 erscheint wieder in den Kant-Studien der Aufsatz Die 
moderne Philosophie Japans. Ein Beitrag zum Verständnis der “ Nis-
hida-Philosophie” von Kitayama Jun’yū. In diesem Aufsatz ist ein 
neues Selbstbewußtsein japanischer Philosophen zu bemerken:

Die japanische Philosophie, die sich gleichermaßen für die Ergrün-
dung der menschlichen Geschichte im Westen und Osten interessiert. 
So kann heute die Philosophie Japans der europäischen Philosophie 
den Vorwurf machen, daß diese ihrerseits nur um ihr einheitliches 

11. Deutsche Philosophie und Zen-Buddhismus. Komparative Studien, Berlin 
1999.

12. Ki als leibhaftige Vernunft. Beiträge zur interkulturellen Phänomenologie der 
Leiblichkeit, München 1997.

13. Was hat Zen mit Heidegger zu tun? Der komparative Denkweg von Ost und 
West. Eine Einführung, Wien 2001.

14. Grund und Grenze des Bewußtseins. Interkulturelle Phänomenologie aus 
japanischer Sicht, Würzburg 2001.

15. Identität als Unverborgenheit – Kant, Nishida, Heidegger –, Würzburg 2003.
16. Bd. 33, 99-108.
17. Bd. 14, 1940/41, 277–299.
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überliefertes Erbe wisse und nur eine traditionelle Bewußtseinsgestalt 
der Menschheitsgeschichte einseitig zum Gegenstand ihrer Betrach-
tungen mache und dabei die Ganzheit vergesse.18

Kitayama geht dann auf den Gedanken des “Ortes” und des 
“Ich-Du-Verhältnisses” bei Nishida ein.19 Es kann davon ausge-
gangen werden, daß die japanische Philosophie zunächst vor allem 
durch im deutschen Sprachraum studierende Japaner verbreitet 
wurde in zahllosen Seminarvorträgen und persönlichen Gesprächen.

Arbeiten über japanische philosophie  
von deutscher seite

Im letzten Band seiner Allgemeinen Geschichte der Philosophie mit 
besonderer Berücksichtigung der Religionen, der 1908 erschien, hält es 
Paul Deussen für angebracht, im Anhang Einiges über die Philosophie 
der Chinesen und Japaner zu schreiben. Der fünf Seiten umfassende 
Blick auf Japan umfaßt Bemerkungen zur Shinto-Religion, zum 
Buddhismus und zum Neokonfuzianismus. Hier wird aber vermut-
lich zum ersten Mal an prominenter Stelle von der “Philosophie der 
Japaner” im deutschen Sprachraum gesprochen.

Robert Schinzinger, der von 1923–1942 Lektor in Osaka, von 
1942-59 Lektor in Toyko und von 1952–1973 Professor für deutsche 
Geistesgeschichte am Gakushuin war, ist wohl der erste Deutsche, 
der mit japanischer Sprachkompetenz über japanische Philosophie 
geschrieben hat. Zunächst erschien 1938 in den Mitteilungen der oag 
(Tokyo) ein kleiner Text mit dem Titel Japanische Philosophie und 
dann 1940 der Aufsatz Über

Kitarō Nishidas Philosophie in der Monumenta Nipponica. 1943 
erschien schließlich in Berlin die durch Schinzinger besorgte Über-

18. Kant-Studien. Neue Folge, Bd. 43, Heft 1/2, 263.
19. Vgl. zur frühen Rezeption Nishidas in deutscher Sprache auch: Klaus Kracht, 

Nishida und die Politik, in: Japonica Humboldtiana 5:2001, 205–221.
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setzung von drei wichtigen Ausätzen Nishidas unter dem Titel Die 
intelligible Welt. Drei Abhandlungen.

Im folgenden werde ich nun die Gesamtdarstellungen zur japa-
nischen Philosophie und Geistesgeschichte aufführen und kurz cha-
rakterisieren.

1944 erscheint das Buch von Paul Lüth Die japanische Philoso-
phie. Lüth setzt sich in seinem Buch das Ziel, “die erste Gesamt-
darstellung der japanischen Philosophie” zu liefern. Zunächst stellt 
er den Shintoismus dar, als geistige Grundlage der japanischen Kul-
tur. Dann folgt die Darstellung der Übernahme der “chinesischen” 
Philosophie und der Philosophie des Buddhismus von Indien über 
China und Korea nach Japan. Den Buddhismus bezeichnet er aus-
drücklich als “Philosophie”, da er “atheistisch” sei. Ein kurzes Kapi-
tel berichtet über den “Weg des Samurai”. Die letzten beiden Kapi-
tel sind der Rezeption der abendländischen Philosophie in Japan 
gewidmet. Sie führen bis zu den “philosophischen Strömungen der 
Gegenwart” und der Darstellung der Philosophie Nishida Kitarōs.

Oscar Benl und Horst Hammitzsch geben 1956 die Textsamm-
lung Japanische Geisteswelt. Vom Mythos zur Gegenwart heraus. Die 
Sammlung bietet Grundtexte durch die Jahrhunderte seit der Nara-
Zeit. Es werden buddhistische wie konfuzianische und nationale 
Richtungen kurz vorgestellt. Der letzte Abschnitt trägt den Titel 
Der Einstrom europäischen Denkens und die Besinnung auf Eigenes. Es 
werden nicht nur Fukuzawa Yukichi, sondern auch Nishida Kitarō, 
Watsuji Tetsurō, Suzuki Daisetsu, Shiga Naoya und Kobayashi 
Hideo jeweils mit kurzen Texten vorgestellt. Insgesamt eine Pionier-
leistung der deutschen Japanologie.

Der erste umfassende Überblick über die japanische Philoso-
phie findet sich in dem von Horst Hammitzsch herausgegebenen 
Japan-Handbuch von 1981. Der Abschnitt “Philosophie” wurde von 
den Autoren Lydia Brüll, Hamada Junko und Klaus Kracht verfaßt. 
Er beginnt mit einer Einleitung von Brüll Zur Entwicklung der Japa-
nischen Philosophie. Darauf folgend werden im Stile eines Lexikon 
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folgende Stichworte behandelt: Aufklärung, Buddhistische Philoso-
phie, Ethik und Ästhetik, Gegenwartsphilosophie, Konfuzianismus, 
Nationale “Philosophie”, NishidaPhilosophie, Nishida-Schule, Reli-
gionsphilosophie, Sozialphilosophie und Philosophie der Technik.

1983 erscheint von Robert Schinzinger das Buch Japanisches 
Denken.zum einen durch seine Nishida-Übersetzungen und zum 
anderen durch sein Lexikon der japanischen Sprache bekannt ist, 
hat es vermieden, das Wort “Philosophie” in den Haupttitel seines 
Buches aufzunehmen. Demgemäß unterteilt er sein Buch in “Japa-
nische Weltanschauung (vor 1868)” und “Japanische Philosophie 
(seit 1868)”. Im ersten Teil behandelt er Shintoismus, Buddhismus, 
Konfuzianismus und Taoismus, die er nur in weitem Sinne als phi-
losophisch bezeichnet. Der zweite Teil umfaßt vor allem die Dar-
stellung der Philosophie Nishidas und viele Informationen auch zur 
institutionellen Lage der Philosophie in Japan seit 1868.

1988 gibt Klaus Kracht zusammen mit Gerhard Leinss ein 
Leseund Arbeitsbuch zur Japanischen Geistesgeschichte heraus. Das 
Buch umfaßt ausgewählte philosophische Texte in japanischer und 
deutscher Sprache, die zudem durch grammatische Kommentare 
erschlossen werden. Es handelt sich somit um ein Buch für Japano-
logiestudenten, die ihre Sprachkompetenz in bezug auf japanische 
Geistesgeschichte vertiefen wollen.

1989 erscheint das Buch Die japanische Philosophie. Eine Einfüh-
rung von Lydia Brüll. Brüll plädiert von Anfang an dafür, den Begriff 
der Philosophie “im weitest möglichen Sinne” zu interpretieren, so 
daß sich dann “auch die traditionellen japanischen Denksysteme 
weitgehend philosophisch nennen” (x) lassen. Sie teilt ihr Buch in 
drei Perioden ein, die indisch-chinesische (Buddhismus), chinesi-
sche (Konfuzianismus / Neokonfuzianismus) und zuletzt die west-
lich geprägte Periode. Auf diese Weise wird der Schichtencharakter 
der japanischen Denktradition deutlich.

1993 erscheint von Gregor Paul das Buch Philosophie in Japan. 
Von den Anfängen bis zur Heian-Zeit. Eine kritische Untersuchung. 
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Paul verfolgt ein dezidiert systematisches Interesse, das sich jedoch 
vor allem auf Erkenntnisfragen und Logik zuspitzt. Der Zeitraum 
den er bearbeitet, 6. bis 12. Jahrhundert, wurde unter dieser Hin-
sicht zuvor noch nicht zusammenfassend dargestellt. Einbezogen 
werden vor allem buddhistische Philosophie, “konfuzianische Leh-
ren und Disziplinen wie Logik, Sprachphilosophie und Ästhetik”. 
Im Anhang findet sich ein reiches Material vor allem zur Logik im 
alten Japan.

1994 erscheint das Buch von Hamada Junko Japanische Philoso-
phie nach 1868. Das Buch ist in ein erstes Kapitel “1868–1945” und 
ein zweites “Die Philosophie nach 1945” eingeteilt. Es werden auf 
breiter Basis einzelne Denker seit 1869 dargestellt, wobei die Positio-
nen nach systematischem Interesse geordnet sind.

1995 publizieren Peter Pörtner und Jens Heise das Buch Die 
Philosophie Japans. Von den Anfängen bis zur Gegenwart. Nach den 
Darstellungen zum Shintoismus, Buddhismus, Konfuzianismus 
und Neokonfuzianismus werden die geschichtlichen Etappen der 
Entwicklung bis zur Philosophie nach 1945 ausgeführt. In den Text 
sind immer wieder Exkurse eingeflochten, die sich den verschiede-
nen Topoi widmen, die für das Verständnis der verschiedenen phi-
losophischen Strömungen wichtig sind. Die Autoren entwickeln in 
einer Einleitung eine philosophisch fundierte Methode für ihr Vor-
gehen.

2000 erscheint in deutscher Übersetzung das Buch von Ueyama 
Shunpei Japanische Denker im 20. Jahrhundert (Nihon no shisō). In 
dem Buch, das keinen systematischen Anspruch hat, werden neben 
Denkern wie Nakae Chōmin, Kano Kōkichi, Nishida Kitarō und 
Imanishi Kinji auch Denker aus anderen Bereichen vorgestellt, wie 
z.B. Kobayashi Hideo und Maruyama Masao.
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Studien zur nicht-buddhistischen  
geistesgeschichte

Studien zur nicht-buddhistischen Geistesgeschichte 
in Japan sind im deutschsprachigen Raum fast ausschließlich von 
Japanologen verfaßt worden. In diesem Bereich ist es jedoch nicht 
einfach, deutliche Grenzen zu ziehen im Hinblick auf die Frage, ob 
die Themen zur Philosophie gehören oder nicht. Ohne die Bücher 
ausführlich zu kommentieren, führe ich mit einer Ausnahme nur 
Monographien an nach Erscheinungsjahr geordnet:

Karl Florenz, Die historischen Quellen der Shinto-Religion, 
Göttingen 1919. Florenz bietet Übersetzungen sowohl aus dem 
Nihongi, wie auch aus dem Kojiki.

Olaf Graf, Kaibara Ekiken. Ein Beitrag zur japanischen Geistes-
geschichte des 17. Jh. und zur chinesischen Sung-Philosophie, Lei-
den 1942. Horst Hammitzsch, Kangaku und Kokugaku. Ein Beitrag 
zur Geistesgeschichte der Tokugawa-Zeit, in: Monumenta Nippo-
nica 2/1, 1939, 1–23. Ders., Shingaku. Eine Bewegung der Volksauf-
klärung und Volkserziehung in der Tokugawazeit, in: Monumenta 
Nipponica 4/1, 1941, 1–32.

Oscar Benl (Übersetzer), Die Geheime Überlieferung des Nō. 
Aufgezeichnet von Meister Seami, Frankfurt a.M. 1961.

Lydia Brüll, Ōkuni Takamasa und seine Weltanschauung, Wies-
baden 1966. Der Band enthält die Übersetzung des Werkes Honya-
ku-Kyoyo. Ingrid Schuster, Kamada Ryūō und seine Stellung in der 
Shingaku, Wiesbaden 1967.

Ulrich Kemper, Arai Hakuseki und seine Geschichtsauffassung. 
Ein Beitrag zur Historiographie Japans in der Tokugawa-Zeit, Wies-
baden 1967. Das Buch enthält Übersetzungen aus dem Werk Arai 
Hakusekis.

G. S. Dombrady, Watanabe Kazan, ein japanischer Gelehrter 
des 19. Jahrhunderts, Hamburg 1968.
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Klaus Kracht, Das Kodokanki-jutsugi des Fujita Tōko (1806–
1855). Ein Beitrag zum politischen Denken der späten Mito-Schule, 
Wiesbaden 1975. Das enthält die vollständige Übersetzung des 
Kodokanki-jutsugi. 

Franziska Ehmcke, Die Erziehungsphilosophie des Obara 
Kuniyoshi, Hamburg 1979.

Volker Stanzel, Japan: Haupt der Erde. Die ‚Neuen Erörterun-
gen’ des japanischen Philosophen und Theoretikers der Politik Seis-
hisai Aizawa aus dem Jahre 1825, Würzburg 1982. Das Buch enthält 
die Übersetzung der “Neuen Erörterungen”.

Klaus Kracht, Studien zur Geschichte des Denkens im Japan des 
17. bis 19. Jahrhunderts. Chu-Hsi-konfuzianische Geist-Diskurse, 
Wiesbaden 1986. Mit ausführlichem Übersetzungsteil.

Gerhard Leinss (Übersetzer), Yamaga Sokōs “Kompendium der 
Weisenlehre” (Seikyō yōroku), Wiesbaden 1989.

Steffi Richter, Ent-Zweiung. Wissenschaftliches Denken in 
Japan zwischen Tradition und Moderne, Berlin 1994. Das Buch han-
delt vor allem über Takano Chōei und liefert Übersetzungen seiner 
Texte im Anhang.

Gerhard Leinss, Japanische Anthropologie. Die Natur des Men-
schen in der konfuzianischen Neoklassik am Anfang des 18. Jahr-
hunderts. Jinsai und Sorai, Wiesbaden 1995. Das Buch enthält Über-
setzungen der Texte Jinsais und Sorais.

Klaus Kinski, Knochen des Weges. Katayama Kenzan als Vertre-
ter des eklektischen Konfuzianismus in Japan des 18. Jahrhunderts, 
Wiesbaden 1996. Das Buch enthält verschiedene Texte von Katay-
ama in Übersetzung.

Claudia Weidner, Einheit und Zweiteilung. Die sozialen Ideen 
des Arztes Andō Shōeki (1703–1762), München 1999.

Klaus Kracht (Hg.), Japanese Thought in the Tokugawa Era. A 
Bibliography of Western-Language Materials, Wiesbaden 2000. Der 
Band trägt zwar einen englischsprachigen Titel, die Kommentare zu 
den einzelnen Einträgen sind jedoch in deutscher Sprache verfaßt. 
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Die Bibliographie enthält eine sehr reiche Sammlung zu Literatur in 
westlichen Sprachen zu den Bereichen Buddhismus, Christentum, 
Konfuzianismus, Chu Hsi Konfuzianismus, Wang Yangming Kon-
fuzianismus, Bushidō, Learning of the Mind (Shingaku), National 
Learning (Kokugaku), Western Learning (Yōgaku), Various Thinkers 
of the 18th Century, Mito School, Late Tokugawa Thought.

Philosophisch orientierte studien im umkreis  
des buddhismus

1960 publiziert Nambara Minoru seine Schrift Die Idee 
des absoluten Nichts in der deutschen Mystik und seine Entsprechung 
im Buddhismus im Archiv für Begriffsgeschichte (Nr. 6, 143–277). Die 
breit angelegte Schrift vergleicht verschiedene Mystiker mit Ansät-
zen aus dem Buddhismus.

1965 veröffentlicht Ueda Shizuteru sein Buch Die Gottesgeburt 
in der Seele und der Durchbruch zu Gott. Die mystische Anthropologie 
Meister Eckharts und ihre Konfrontation mit der Mystik des Zen-Bud-
dhismus. Die Dissertation, die in Marburg entstanden ist, gilt als 
wegweisend für das Thema Meister Eckhart und Zen-Buddhismus.

1973 veröffentlichte Tsujimura Kōichi in der Festschrift für 
Medard Boss, hg. v. Gion Condrau, eine Übersetzung von Dōgens 
Uji mit ausführlichen Anmerkungen, die stark von der Philosophie 
und Sprache Heideggers geprägt sind. Tsujimura hat zudem zahlrei-
che Studien zu Zen und Heidegger in deutscher Sprache veröffent-
licht.

1979 erscheint in deutscher Übersetzung Die Philosophie des 
ZenBuddhismus von Izutsu Toshihiko. Durch das Buch erreicht das 
Thema Zen und Philosophie eine breitere Öffentlichkeit im deutsch-
sprachigen Raum.

Auch 1979 erscheint das Buch Der Weg des Übens im ostasiati-
schen Mahāyāna. Grundformen seiner Zeitrelation zum Übungsziel 
in der Entwicklung bis Dōgen von Klaus Robert Heinemann. Die 
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gründliche Studie behandelt das grundlegende Problem Zeit und 
Übungsweg von den Anfängen des Buddhismus bis zu Dōgen.

1984 veröffentlicht Ōhashi Ryōsuke sein Buch Zeitlichkeitsana-
lyse der Hegelschen Logik. Zur Idee einer Phänomenologie des Ortes. 
Ausgehend von dem Aufsatz Hannya to risei von Nishitani und 
Dōgens Zeit-Gedanken versucht der Autor eine Destruktion der 
Hegelschen Logik. Auch Ōhashi veröffentlichte zahlreiche Studien 
in deutscher Sprache.

1987 erscheint die Studie Das Ich im Deutschen Idealismus und 
das Selbst im Zen-Buddhismus. Fichte und Dōgen von Nagasawa Kuni-
hiko. In dem Buch werden die Positionen von Fichte und Dōgen 
einander gegenübergestellt und verglichen.

2000 veröffentlicht Oliver Aumann sein Buch Die Frage nach 
dem Selbst im Amida-Buddhismus bei Shinran und im Zen-Buddhis-
mus bei Dōgen. In der Studie wird ein Vergleich zwischen Shinran 
und Dōgen angestellt, wobei auch auf Nāgārjuna und Nishida ein-
gegangen wird.

2002 geben Christian Steineck, Guido Rappe und Arifuku 
Kogaku den Band Dōgen als Philosoph heraus. Der Band enthält 
neben Übersetzungen von Genjōkōan und Busshō vier Aufsätze zu 
verschiedenen philosophischen Perspektiven.

2003 veröffentlicht Christian Steineck sein Buch Leib und Herz 
bei Dōgen. Kommentierte Übersetzungen und theoretische Rekonstruk-
tion. Das Buch enthält neben der Übersetzung verschiedener Texte 
Dōgens eine vollständig kommentierte Übersetzung von Shinjin-
datsuraku.

2004 veröffentlicht Rolf Elberfeld sein Buch Phänomenologie 
der Zeit im Buddhismus. Methoden interkulturellen Philosophierens. 
Neben ausführlichen Überlegungen zu Methoden interkulturel-
len Philosophierens analysiert der Band die wirkungsgeschichtliche 
Linie der Zeitphilosophie von Nāgārjuna, Sengzhao, Fazang und 
Dōgen. Der Hauptteil bildet eine Satz-für-Satz Analyse von Dōgens 
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Uji. Abgeschlossen wird der Band durch eine Auseinandersetzung 
zwischen Dōgen und europäischen Ansätzen zur Zeitphilosophie.

Deutsch-japanische symposien und zusammenarbeit

1975 findet mit Unterstützung der japanischen Botschaft 
im Japanischen Kulturinstitut zu Köln ein japanisch-deutsches Phi-
losophenSymposion statt. Die Leitung hat Otto Friedrich Bollnow, 
dessen Einführungsvortrag 1976 in Neues aus Japan (Nr. 226) erschie-
nen ist. So weit mir bekannt ist, wurde das Symposion nicht doku-
mentiert.

Ende der 70er Jahre arbeiten Tsujimura Kōichi, Ōhashi Ryōsuke 
und Heinrich Rombach zusammen an einem komparativen Projekt. 
Das Projekt ist dokumentiert in dem kleinen Band Sein und Nichts. 
Grundbilder westlichen und östlichen Denkens (Freiburg 1981). Das 
dialogisch aufgebaute Buch, kann als ein gelungenes Gespräch zwi-
schen japanischer und deutscher Philosophie gelten.

Anfang der 80er Jahre bildet sich ein Kolloquiumkreis von japa-
nischen und deutschen Philosophen um Tsujimura Kōichi und Die-
ter Henrich, die zu verschiedenen Treffen zusammenkommen. Die 
Ergebnisse sind 1985 in dem von Henrich herausgegebenen Band 
All-Einheit. Wege eines Gedankens in Ost und West erschienen. Der 
Band zeichnet sich jedoch dadurch aus, daß die deutschen Philoso-
phen es nicht vermögen, auf die asiatischen Gedanken zu reagieren, 
wohingegen die Japaner von Anfang beide Seiten einbeziehen.

1985 findet in Meßkirch, der Heimatstadt Heideggers, anläßlich 
der Partnerschaftsfeier von Unoke (der Heimatstadt Nishidas) und 
Meßkirchs ein deutsch-japanisch besetztes Symposion statt, das in 
dem kleinen Band Heimat der Philosophie 1985 von der Stadt Meß-
kirch herausgegeben wird. Es dokumentiert die wohl erste philoso-
phisch motivierte Partnerschaft zweier Städte in Japan und Deutsch-
land.
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2001 findet in Freiburg ein japanisch-deutsches Phänomenolo-
genSymposion statt. Die Ergebnisse werden voraussichtlich 2005 in 
einem Band dokumentiert, der von Hans-Rainer Sepp herausgege-
ben wird.

Kyoto-schule

Die erste Erwähnung Nishidas durch einen deutschen 
Philosophen findet sich bereits 1918. Heinrich Rickert widmet sein 
Werk Das Eine, die Eins und die Einheit in der 2. Auflage seinen 
“japanischen Freunden” und bezeichnet Nishida im Vorwort “als 
den führenden japanischen Philosophen”.

Die eigentliche Beschäftigung mit Nishida in deutscher Sprache 
nimmt in den 40er Jahren mit Robert Schinzinger einen engagierten 
Auftakt. Seine Übersetzung von Nishida-Texten in Die intelligible 
Welt. Drei philosophische Abhandlungen (1943) ist lange die erste ver-
läßliche Quelle für die moderne japanische Philosophie in deutscher 
Sprache.

Nach dem Krieg bricht die Rezeption und damit das Gespräch 
zunächst ab. Der Impuls für eine erneute Auseinandersetzung mit 
japanischen Philosophen kommt aus dem Bereich der katholischen 
Kirche. Der Theologe Hans Waldenfels knüpft während seines Auf-
enthaltes in Japan von 1956-65, mit dem Ziel eines interreligiösen 
Dialogs, insbesondere Kontakte zu Nishitani Keiji (1900–1990) und 
Takeuchi Yoshinori (1913–2002). Zu Beginn der 70er Jahre habi-
litiert er mit dem Werk Das Absolute Nichts. Zur Grundlegung des 
buddhistisch-christlichen Dialogs. Waldenfels wählt die Philosophie 
der Leere, die Nishitani in seinem Buch Shūkyō to wa nanika entwi-
ckelte, als Ansatzpunkt für einen Dialog zwischen Buddhismus und 
Christentum.

Die 60er, 70er und der Beginn der 80er Jahre sind auf der Pub-
likationsebene geprägt durch das Thema “Dialog der Religionen”, 
da sich insbesondere Nishitani und Takeuchi von japanischer Seite 
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für diesen Dialog einsetzten. Auch der erste Versuch einer Gesamt-
darstellung der KyotoSchule von Fritz Buri zielt auf den Dialog 
zwischen Buddhismus und Christentum. In seinem Buch Der Bud-
dha-Christus als der Herr des wahren Selbst. Die Religionsphilosophie 
der Kyoto-Schule und das Christentum (1981) stellt Buri verschiedene 
japanische Denker vor, die nach seiner Ansicht unter dem Aspekt 
“Buddhismus und Christentum” den Kreis der Kyoto-Schule bilden.

Die Arbeit von Johannes Laube wendet sich dem zweiten großen 
Philosophen der Kyoto-Schule – Tanabe Hajime – zu. Sein Werk 
Dialektik der absoluten Vermittlung. Hajime Tanabes Religionsphilo-
sophie als Beitrag zum ‘Wettstreit der Liebe’ zwischen Buddhismus und 
Christentum (1984) ist die erste Monographie zu Tanabe in westlicher 
Sprache. Laube stellt ausgehend von Tetsugaku nyūmon (1949–1952, 
Einführung in die Philosophie) Tanabes Philosophie vor, um dann 
in einem Kritikteil verschiedene Themen des christlich-buddhisti-
schen Dialogs zu entfalten.

Ab Mitte der 80er Jahre entstehen erstmalig auch Arbeiten 
über Nishida in der deutschen Japanologie. Es handelt sich dabei 
um zwei Dissertationen zu Nishida, jeweils eine aus dem damaligen 
Westund Ost-Deutschland. Peter Pörtner versucht in seiner Arbeit 
Nishida Kitarō’s Zen no kenkyū (Hamburg 1990) unter ausführlicher 
Berücksichtigung des historischen Kontextes und mit einer nahezu 
vollständigen Übersetzung des Werkes insbesondere das Problem des 
Selbstbewußtseins und der Selbstreferenzialität bei Nishida im Zusam-
menhang mit dem deutschen Idealismus zu untersuchen. Steffi Rich-
ter geht in ihrer Arbeit Die Herausbildung der Philosophie von Nishida 
Kitarō (Berlin 1985) auf die philosophische Entwicklung Nishidas 
bis 1927 ein. Sie arbeitet drei Phasen seines Denkens heraus bis zum 
Gedanken des “Ortes”. Zudem erscheint 1989 die erste deutsche 
Gesamtübersetzung von Nishidas Zen no kenkyū übersetzt von Peter 
Pörtner.

Die deutschsprachige Auseinandersetzung mit der Kyoto-Schule 
wird nach 1945 fast vollständig durch christliche Theologie und Japa-
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nologie bestimmt. Erst das Buch von Ōhashi Ryōsuke Die Philoso-
phie der KyotoSchule. Texte und Einführung (1990) setzt hier einen 
deutlichen Akzent. Das Buch versammelt Aufsätze von führenden 
Denkern der KyotoSchule und versucht in dem einleitenden Essay 
ein philosophisch reflektiertes Bild dieser Schule zu zeichnen. Es 
enthält zudem eine ausführliche Bibliographie in westlichen Spra-
chen zu den Denkern der Kyoto-Schule samt einer Übersicht zu 
ihren Werken. Im gleichen Jahr erscheint die im Fach Philosophie 
fertiggestellte Dissertation Die Welt als Dialektisches Allgemeines. 
Eine Einführung in die Spätphilosophie von Kitarō Nishida von Mat-
sudo Yukio. Die Schrift enthält Erklärungen zu zentralen Themen 
der Philosophie Nishidas und eine Übersetzung der Schrift Die Welt 
als dialektisches Allgemeines. 1996 erscheint die im Fach Philosophie 
geschriebene Dissertation von Paul Mafli Nishida Kitarōs Denkweg, 
die Nishidas Denkweg anhand der westlichen Sekundärliteratur 
darstellt. 1999 ist die ebenfalls im Fach Philosophie geschriebene 
Dissertation Kitarō Nishida (1870–1945). Moderne japanische Phi-
losophie und die Frage nach der Interkulturalität von Rolf Elberfeld 
erschienen, die Nishidas Philosophie als einen Ansatz zu einer Phi-
losophie der Interkulturalität erschließt. Im gleichen Jahr erschei-
nen verschiedene Aufsätze von Nishida in deutscher Sprache unter 
dem Titel Logik des Ortes. Der Anfang der modernen Philosophie in 
Japan, übersetzt und herausgegeben von Rolf Elberfeld. Die bisher 
letzte erschienene größere Arbeit über Nishida in deutscher Sprache 
ist die Habilitationsschrift Denken des Fremden. Am Beispiel Kitarō 
Nishida (2002) von Kobayashi Toshiaki. Kobayashi analysiert Nis-
hidas Sprache, sein Verhältnis zur Romantik, das “Feld des Nichts”, 
seinen Legitimationsversuch des japanischen Kaisersystems und zum 
Abschluß seinen Zeitbegriff. In den Jahren 2001 und 2002 ist in zwei 
Teilen ein größerer Text von Klaus Kracht mit dem Titel Nishida 
und die Politik erschienen. Neben einem sehr genauen Bericht über 
Nishidas Kommentare zur Politik vor allem anhand der Tagebücher 
in der Zeit zwischen 1932 und 1945, enthält die Studie Übersetzun-
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gen von zentralen Texte Nishidas, in denen er Stellung zu politischen 
Themen nimmt.20

Verschiedenes

1984 gibt Nitta Yoshinori das Buch Japanische Beiträge zur 
Phänomenologie heraus. Der Band enthält Texte von verschienen 
Autoren, die teilweise westliche und östliche Traditionen miteinan-
der verbinden.

1987 gibt Siegfried Bönisch in Zusammenarbeit mit japanischen 
Philosophen “Marxistische Dialektik in Japan” heraus. Die beitra-
genden Denker diskutieren die “aktuellen Problemen der dialek-
tisch-materialistischen Methode” wie auch das Denken Nishidas.

1988 erscheint das Buch Denken in Japan mit Texten von 
Maruyama Masao. Ein wichtiges Buch für das Studium der Gedan-
ken Maruyamas in westlicher Sprache.

1989 erscheint der Band Japan und Heidegger als Gedenkschrift 
der Stadt Meßkirch zum hundertsten Geburtstag Martin Heideg-
gers, herausgegeben von Hartmut Buchner. Das Buch enthält wich-
tige Materialien und Aufsätze zum Verhältnis der Philosophie Hei-
deggers zu Japan und zu verschiedenen japanischen Philosophen.

1992 erscheint die Übersetzung von Watsuji Tetsurōs Fūdo. Wind 
und Erde. Der Zusammenhang zwischen Klima und Kultur, die von 
Dora Fischer-Barnicol und Ōkochi Ryōgi besorgt wurde.

1999 erscheint die Übersetzung von Kuki Shūzōs Die Struktur 
des “Iki” besorgt von Okada Minoru.

2001 erscheint das Buch von Hans Peter Liederbach Martin 
Heidegger im Denken Watsuji Tetsurōs. Ein japanischer Beitrag zur 
Philosophie der Lebenswelt. Die im Fach Philosophie entstandene 

20. Klaus Kracht, Nishida und die Politik, in: Japonica Humboldtiana 5:2001, 
205–250 und 6:2002, 183–249.

Die Zukunft der japanischen Philosophie in Deutschland.
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Dissertation analysiert eingehend das Verhältnis von Watsuji und 
Heidegger.
Obwohl in deutscher Sprache inzwischen genügend Materialien 
vorliegen, ist die Rezeption japanischer Philosophie vor allem im 
Bereich der Philosophie selber noch sehr unzureichend. Japanische 
Philosophie, auch die seit 1868, gehört noch nicht zum Lehrkanon, 
der zu 99 Prozent auf Europäische und Nordamerikanische Lite-
ratur beschränkt ist. Lehrveranstaltungen über asiatische, südame-
rikanische und afrikanische Philosophie sind im Fach Philosophie 
immer noch sehr selten. In den letzten zehn Jahren hat sich jedoch 
das Interesse für die interkulturelle Perspektive in der Philosophie im 
deutschsprachigen Raum deutlich gesteigert, auch wenn dies noch 
keine größeren Folgen auf der institutionellen Ebene in der Univer-
sität hatte. Eine wirkliche Auseinandersetzung auch im Rahmen des 
Lehrkanons wird es wohl erst geben, wenn Professuren eingerichtet 
werden, die sich diesem Thema widmen, und auf diese Weise auch 
Studenten eine entsprechende Ausbildung erhalten können. Ein Ins-
titut, wie das an der Universität von Hawai‘i ist jedoch im deutschen 
Sprachraum noch lange nicht in Sicht.
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Philosophische Rezeption  
des japanischen Buddhismus  
in Deutschland

Matsudo Yukio

Nachdem mein Kollege, Rolf Elberfeld, einen 
umfangreichen Überblick über die deutsche Lite-

ratur der japanischen Philosophie gegeben hat, möchte ich nun kon-
kret auf die Problematik der philosophischen Rezeption des japani-
schen Buddhismus eingehen. 

Mit dem Begriff “Philosophie” (tetsugaku) sind in Japan in der 
Regel bestimmte Geistesströmungen gemeint, die in der Moderne 
die Rezeption der westlichen Philosophie darstellen oder die, wie 
beispielsweise die Kyoto-Schule, aus der Auseinandersetzung mit 
dieser hervorgegangen sind. Dagegen werden die althergebrachten 
geistigen Strömungen, wie z.B. die buddhistische und die konfuzi-
anische Tradition, unter dem Sammelbegriff “Japanisches Denken” 
(nihon shisō) zusammengefasst. Dieses doppelgleisige und somit 
ambivalente Verständnis der japanischen Geistesgeschichte kommt 
selbst in der neuen Enzyklopädie “Iwanami Tetsugaku Shisō Jiten” 
aus dem Jahr 1998 zum Ausdruck.

Was die Beschäftigung mit dem philosophischen und religi-
ösen Gedankengut einer Fremdkultur betrifft, verhält es sich in 
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Deutschland jedoch ähnlich. Das Fach “Westliche Philosophie” wird 
am Philosophischen Seminar behandelt und unterscheidet sich streng 
von der Theologie und der Religionswissenschaft. Die Behandlung 
anderer Geistesströmungen aus einer anderen Fremdkultur erfolgt 
gemäß ihrer philologischen Orientierung, d.h. ihrer sprachlichen 
Zugehörigkeit. So wird alles, was Japan betrifft, in der Regel in der 
Japanologie behandelt und dort werden auch Seminare zur allgemei-
nen Einführung in die Geistesgeschichte Japans angeboten. Dabei 
wird man mit der Frage konfrontiert, wie mit deren Vielfalt umzu-
gehen sei. Lässt sich die gesamte Geistesgeschichte Japans unter 
dem Begriff “Philosophie” zusammenfassen? Die Schwierigkeit 
liegt dabei nicht allein im vielfältigen Charakter der japanischen 
Ideengeschichte, die sowohl interkulturelle als auch intrakulturelle 
Bezüge aufweist, sondern auch in der Unzulänglichkeit der christo- 
und eurozentrisch konzipierten Unterscheidung von Philosophie 
und Religion selbst. 

Die deutsche Rezeptionsgeschichte des japanischen Gedanken
guts ist relativ jung. Die erste, von einem Deutschen verfasste 
Monographie über die Geschichte der Philosophie in Japan dürfte 
“Die japanische Philosophie” von Paul Lüth aus dem Jahr 1944 dar-
stellen (s. Paul 1993, 1). Es wurden des Weiteren in den letzten 15 
Jahren drei Monographien veröffentlicht, die die gesamte japanische 
Geistesgeschichte als philosophische Geistesströmung darzustellen 
versuchen. 

Im Folgenden wird der Frage nachgegangen, welche Problema-
tik sich in einem solchen Versuch verbirgt. Hierzu seien die bud-
dhistischen Lehren von Hōnen, Shinran, Dōgen und Nichiren als 
exemplarisch dargestellt, um die Problematik einer philosophisch 
orientierten Rezeption des japanischen Buddhismus in Deutschland 
zu verdeutlichen. 
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Der allgemein gehaltene und weit gefasste 
philosophiebegriff bei brüll

Begriffsbestimmung und Aufbau des Einführungswerks

Zu Beginn ihres Werks “Die japanische Philosophie: Eine 
Einführung” von 1989 unterstreicht Lydia Brüll die Notwendigkeit 
eines “allgemeinen Philosophieverständnisses”, “denn nur unter 
einem weit gefaßten Aspekt lassen sich auch die traditionellen 
japanischen Denksysteme weitgehend philosophisch nennen” 
(Brüll 1989, x). Ihr ist nicht nur die Problematik der “Anwendung 
des Begriffes Philosophie auf die japanischen traditionellen 
Denkströmungen” (ix) bewusst, sondern auch die “Sonderstellung” 
(x), d.h. der ‘Doppelcharakter’ des Buddhismus, dem sowohl reli-
giöse als auch philosophische Eigenschaften gleichermaßen zukom-
men. So wird die Philosophie für Brüll im allgemeinen Sinne der 
menschlichen Geistestätigkeit als “denkendes Suchen” verstanden, 
nämlich als “die Suche nach einer wahren Antwort auf das Seiende, 
dessen Wesen und Sinn es zu ergründen gilt”, und somit auch als 
“die Frage nach der menschlichen Existenz”, “verbunden mit Fragen 
nach dem Wesen und Sinn des Lebens und Todes, des Leides, der 
Hoffnung, der Ängste und der Freuden” (x).

Historiker tendieren in der Regel zur Darstellung der Geistesge-
schichte in einer zeitlichen Abfolge, entweder in Epochen, wie z.B. 
der Nara- und der Meiji-Zeit in Japan, oder in Perioden, wie z.B. 
der antiken und der modernen Periode im Westen. Da Brüll jedoch 
für eine Einführung in das philosophische Denken den “Akzent auf 
eine zusammenhängende Darstellung der einzelnen philosophi-
schen Strömungen” legen will, teilt sie die gesamte Geistesgeschichte 
Japans in drei Bereiche ein, die “dem japanischen Denken neue 
Impulse gaben, einen Wandel brachten, neue Denkepochen einlei-
teten” (xii):

1. Die buddhistische Philosophie vom 7. bis 16. Jh. 
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2. Der Konfuzianismus vom 16. bis zum letzten Drittel des 19. 
Jh. und 

3. Die westliche Philosophie von 1868 bis 1945.

Amidismus und Nichirenismus als philosophisch irrelevante Lehren

Uns interessiert nun die Frage, wie die einzelnen buddhistischen 
Lehren der Kamakura-Zeit im Rahmen ihres weit gefassten Philo-
sophiebegriffs dargestellt werden. Zu Anfang des 1. Kapitels über die 
buddhistische Philosophie schickt Brüll eine “historische Bemer-
kung” voraus. Nach der Darstellung der buddhistischen Schulen des 
Tendai und des Shingon hebt sie die allgemeine Endzeitstimmung 
des mappō genannten und nach buddhistischem Verständnis letzten 
Zeitalters hervor, angesichts dessen sozialer Unsicherheit “die Forde-
rung nach einer Lehre laut (wurde), die von allen Schichten des Vol-
kes verstanden und praktiziert werden konnte.” So gelang Hōnen, 
Shinran und Ippen die weite Ausbreitung ihrer Nenbutsu-Praxis 
unter dem Volk. Nichiren hingegen begründete die Hokke-Schule, 
die allerdings für Brüll als “die nationalistischste der buddhistischen 
Schulen” gilt (11). Sie schließt diese kurze Erwähnung des Amidis-
mus und des Nichirenismus mit folgender Bemerkung ab, in der sie 
deren gänzliche Auslassung im Hauptteil der Ausführung rechtfer-
tigt:

So interessant der Amidismus und Nichirenismus – beide weisen 
einen ganz besonderen Aspekt des Buddhismus auf – im Bereich des 
religiösen Lebens auch sind, bieten sie jedoch aus philosophischer 
Sicht im Rahmen der Zeit keine behandelnswerten Ansätze (12). 

So unterstreicht Brüll die Wichtigkeit des Zen-Buddhismus, 
der in der Kamakura- und der Nachfolgezeit eine beachtliche Rolle 
spielte. Dementsprechend wird nach der Behandlung der Tendai- 
und der Shingon-Schule ein Abschnitt der “Leere (kū) in der Aus-
legung des Zen-Buddhismus” gewidmet. Neben Eisais kōan wird 
Dōgens zazen verhältnismäßig ausführlich mit einer philosophi-
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schen Terminologie beschrieben, die Termini wie ‘Leib und Geist’, 
‘Sein und Zeit’, ‘Absolutheit und Wirklichkeit’ sowie ‘Substantialität 
und Kontinuität’ umfasst. 

Kritische Bemerkungen

Nachdem nun kurz die Art und Weise skizziert wurde, in der Brüll 
die so genannte buddhistische Philosophie der Kamakura-Zeit 
behandelt, sei im Folgenden auf die erste Problematik einer deut-
schen Rezeption des japanischen Buddhismus als philosophische 
Lehre hingewiesen. Die Problematik liegt nämlich im journalisti-
schen Prinzip der Wiederaufnahme einer Meinung, die bereits zuvor 
einmal veröffentlicht und akzeptiert worden ist. Im Fall Brülls lässt 
sich diese journalistische Praxis im akademischen Betrieb zumin-
dest an zwei Beispielen aufzeigen: Zum einen als das Vorurteil über 
den Nichiren-Buddhismus als einer nationalistischen Bewegung, 
das auf die Aussage von Heinrich Dumoulin zurückgeht. Er gilt 
in Deutschland lange als Experte des Zen-Buddhismus und seine 
Schriften, insbesondere sein “Zen – Geschichte und Gestalt” aus 
dem Jahre 1959, wird von vielen Autoren immer wieder herangezo-
gen; zum anderen als das Bild vom Zen als einer Philosophie, das 
durch das 1979 ins Deutsche übersetzte Buch “Die Philosophie des 
Zen-Buddhismus” von Izutsu Toshihiko eingeführt wurde. An dieser 
Vorgabe orientiert sich Brüll weitgehend bei ihrer philosophischen 
Interpretation des Zen-Buddhismus. 

Daraus ergibt sich insofern die zweite Problematik, als sich ein 
Gesamtüberblick über die japanische Geistesgeschichte zwangs-
läufig von der zur Verfügung stehenden Literatur abhängig macht, 
da eine einzelne Person sich kaum mit allen Denkern und deren 
Gesamtwerken befassen kann. Hätte nämlich jemand beispielsweise 
eine philosophische Abhandlung über Shinran oder Nichiren veröf-
fentlicht und eine gewisse Akzeptanz im akademischen oder öffent-
lichen Kreis gefunden, so müsste ein anderer, der später einen dieser 
Denkern behandelt, diese Sichtweise berücksichtigen. Es handelt 
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sich hierbei um ein Problem der Intertextualität im akademischen 
Betrieb, die mit dem oben genannten journalistischen Prinzip der 
Wiederholung im Zusammenhang steht. 

Der eng gefasste philosophiebegriff bei paul

Die religionsfeindliche Philosophie der Widerspruchsfreiheit

In seinem Werk “Philosophie in Japan” von 1993 bemän-
gelt Gregor Paul bei Lydia Brülls Darstellung über die japanische 
Philosophie u.a. die fehlende Behandlung der Anfänge der Philo-
sophie in Japan sowie das Fehlen von “kritischen Erörterungen wie 
etwa kritischen Analysen der logischen Struktur eines philosophi-
schen Systems” (Paul 1993, 1). Mit dem ersten Mangel meint er “die 
buddhistische Philosophie, die in der Asuka- und Nara-Zeit in Japan 
Eingang fand”, die “zum Besten [gehört], was der Buddhismus bie-
tet” (119). So heißt es weiter: 

[Diese Lehren] prägen die buddhistische Philosophie in Japan bis auf 
den heutigen Tag. Ja, sie haben für die Geschichte dieser Philosophie 
vergleichbare Relevanz wie die wichtigsten Werke Platos und 
Aristoteles’ für die Geschichte der Philosophie in Europa. […] sie 
[sind] die systematisch wichtigsten Texte (157).

Sein übertreibendes Urteil über die Anfänge der Philosophie
geschichte wird noch befremdender, wenn er behauptet: “Platon ist 
wichtiger als Heidegger, Kūkai wichtiger als Nishida” (17). 

Diese extrem einseitige Sichtweise Pauls ergibt sich konsequen-
terweise aus einem sehr eng gefassten Philosophiebegriff, der auf 
dem formallogischen Grundsatz der Widerspruchsfreiheit beruht. 
Philosophie, verstanden als rationale Reflexion, stellt sich der Auf
gabe der Entmythologisierung und soll vom Mythos, der Religion 
oder jeder Art des Glaubenssystems und der Theologie strikt abge-
grenzt werden (10). Ausgehend von seinem engen und religions-
feindlichen Philosophiebegriff lässt Paul alle mythologischen und 
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religiösen Elemente des Buddhismus außer Acht und reduziert selbst 
die ‘Erleuchtung’ des Buddha Shakyamuni auf eine Art rationale 
“Erkenntnis” (79).

Ferner, da die Philosophie auf der universal-menschlichen Fähig-
keit zum logischen Denken beruht, will Paul grundsätzlich nicht 
von “japanischer Philosophie” sprechen, sondern nur noch von der 
“Philosophie in Japan” (14). Für ihn scheint es nur eine allgemein-
gültige Philosophie zu geben, jedoch keine dem jeweiligen Volk 
oder Kulturkreis spezifische. Damit wendet er sich gegen die gängige 
Auffassung, dass es in Japan Philosophie erst ab der Meiji-Zeit gege-
ben habe, in der das Wort tetsugaku geprägt worden ist. Für Paul 
gewinnt die Inmyō-Doktrin von Dignaga, die in den Anfängen der 
buddhistischen Philosophiegeschichte Japans rezipiert wurde, die 
besondere Bedeutung einer genuin philosophischen Lehre, da sie die 
“Wissenschaft von der Begründung” oder “Argumentationstheorie” 
darstellt (10).

Die Buddhistische Identitätslehre als Glaubenssystem

In diesem Zusammenhang erscheinen Paul die meisten buddhis-
tischen Sutras nur noch als konstitutive Elemente für diverse 
Glaubenssysteme (13). In diesem Sinne werden alle japanischen For-
men des Buddhismus folgendermaßen verurteilt:

Wer die Geschichte buddhistischer Philosophie in Japan darstellt 
und schlichtweg von einem japanischen Mahayana-Buddhismus 
redet oder Mahayana-Sutren als exemplarische Texte ausgibt, der 
spricht entweder von vergleichsweise schlechter Philosophie oder von 
Ritualismus, Glaubenslehren und Nationalismus. Entsprechendes 
gilt für andere Sutren, die zu Kult-Objekten wurden (118). 

So gilt das Lotos-Sutra für Paul sogar als eine Lehre der Magie 
und des Aberglaubens, der keinen argumentativen Charakter auf-
weist (97f.). Alle Lehren, die sich darauf berufen, wie die von T’ien-
t’ai, Saichō und Nichiren, erhalten somit keine philosophische Rele-
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vanz. Nichiren wird darüber hinaus als Schöpfer einer fanatischen, 
chauvinistischen Ideologie dargestellt (96f.). Aus diesem wiederum 
sowohl historisch als auch wissenschaftlich undifferenzierten Ver-
ständnis heraus ergibt sich sodann Pauls endgültige Verurteilung 
über Nichiren: 

Ich halte es für bedauerlich, daß es Gelehrte gibt, die noch nach 1945 
Nichirens Denken preisen, ohne den für es so charakteristischen 
gefährlichen Unsinn auch nur zu erwähnen (118). 

Shinran gehört für Paul nur noch “zu jenen, die eher Glauben 
und Vertrauen als Erkennen und selbstbewußtes verantwortli-
ches Handeln predigten” und den philosophischen Forderungen 
widersprachen, die “etwa im Pali-Kanon oder von Philosophen wie 
Dignaga” erhoben worden waren (97). 

Der Zen-Buddhismus wird insgesamt, ohne die einzelnen 
Schulrichtungen voneinander zu differenzieren, im Wesentlichen 
als “Mißtrauen in die Leistungsmöglichkeit der Sprache als 
Ausdrucksmittel wahrer Wirklichkeit” (81) charakterisiert. 

Des Weiteren fallen Pauls allgemein negative Bemerkungen zur 
dialektisch konzipierten Identitätslehre des Mahayana-Buddhismus 
auf. So bezeichnet er beispielsweise die Identifizierung von Samsara 
und Nirvana als “krass widersprüchliche oder willkürliche” Lehre 
(63f.). Ebenso als eine “logische Inkonsequenz” (269) erscheint ihm 
T’ien-t’ais Lehre der drei Wahrheitsaspekte, in der alle drei Aspekte 
des Leeren, des Scheinbaren und des Wesentlichen als miteinan-
der identisch erklärt werden. Aber, Bruno Petzold nahm bereits in 
seinem Buch “Die Quintessenz der T’ien-t’ai-(Tendai-)Lehre” die 
Frage vorweg, ob man überhaupt von buddhistischer Philosophie 
sprechen dürfe, und bejahte sie, solange die Bezeichnung “Philo-
sophie” nicht bloß auf die rationalistische Philosophie beschränkt 
bleibt. Was Paul als logische Inkonsequenz erscheint, charakteri-
siert Petzold als die ‘originelle Vorgehensweise’ T’ien-t’ais (s. Petzold 
1982, 19f.). Zur hermeneutischen Frage, wie man sich vor einem 
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vorschnellen Urteil hütet und einen angemessenen Zugang zu den 
Anderen findet, warnt Hans-Georg Gadamer vor einer Gefahr, die 
Fragestellung bei der Lektüre von Platon z.B. rein auf die formal-
logische Überprüfbarkeit zu beschränken, indem man die in einem 
Platonischen Dialog auftretenden Argumentationen mit logischen 
Mitteln analysiert, Inkohärenzen aufweist, Sprünge ausfüllt, Fehl-
schlüsse entlarvt (s. Gadamer 1997, 29).

Kritische Bemerkungen

Auch im Fall Pauls ist das journalistische Prinzip der Wiederholung 
einer einmal etablierten Meinung bzw. das Prinzip der akademischen 
Intertextualität zu beobachten. Paul zufolge soll Hōnen z.B. durch 
die Verbreitung des Glaubens an Amida und an die Wiedergeburt 
in dessen Reinem Land im Volk das öffentliche Interesse am philo-
sophischen Buddhismus geschwächt haben (264). Dabei beruft sich 
Paul auf ein englisches Werk von Harper Havelock Coates in der 2. 
Auflage von 1930! 

Verheerende Auswirkungen besitzt jedoch gerade ein einzig an 
den formallogischen Grundsätzen orientierter Philosophiebegriff, 
dem zufolge die buddhistischen Lehrtraditionen der Kamakura-Zeit 
insgesamt lediglich zu einem Glaubenssystem herabgesetzt werden, 
da ihnen keine philosophische Relevanz zuerkannt wird. Doch ent-
hüllt ein solch religionsfeindlicher Philosophiebegriff umgekehrt 
gerade die eigene Unzulänglichkeit, die religionsphilosophische 
Tiefe vieler bedeutender Denker aller Zeiten zu erkennen. Somit 
werden nicht nur die buddhistischen Denker der Geistesgeschichte 
Japans, sondern auch mystische und existenzialistische Denker, wie 
z.B. Meister Eckhart und Kierkegaard, von der philosophischen 
Tradition des Westens ausgeschlossen. Auch Nishidas Philosophie 
dürfte Pauls logizistischer Auffassung zufolge allein deswegen nicht 
einmal diese Bezeichnung verdienen, da sie mit dem Begriff der “sich 
selbst absolut widersprechenden Selbstidentität” operiert. Eine Pro-
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blematik, die daraus folgt, kann somit in einer beliebigen Auswahl 
dessen bestehen, was als Philosophie angesehen wird.

Topische philosophie bei pörtner und heise

Der Versuch einer einheitlichen Charakterisierung

Den beiden Werken von Brüll und Paul folgte das dritte 
Buch über das Thema “Die Philosophie Japans”, das von Peter 
Pörtner und Jens Heise 1995 veröffentlicht wurde. Beide verfolgen 
eine ganz andere Strategie als ihre Vorgänger, indem sie sich bei der 
charakteristischen Darstellung der philosophischen Kultur Japans 
am “Modell topischer Philosophie” im Gegensatz zur kritischen 
Philosophie orientieren (s. Pörtner/Heise 1995, 13). Die topi-
sche Philosophie wurde von Giambattista Vico im Gegensatz zum 
Rationalismus Descartes eingeführt und schließt sich an die antike 
Rhetorik und den römischen Begriff des sensus communis an. Ihr 
Grundsatz ist das Prinzip des unzureichenden Grundes, “dass sich das 
Sein nicht begründen lässt” (15). Das Programm des oben genann-
ten Buches heißt nun: “Die östliche Philosophie ist topisch: Sie will 
die Welt nicht begründen, sondern interpretierbar und zugänglich 
machen” (13). Denn: “In der philosophischen Kultur Japans steht 
der Buddhismus für die Einsicht in die Grundlosigkeit der Welt und 
des Subjekts” (16). Weiter heißt es: “Der philosophischen Kultur in 
Japan stellt der Buddhismus ein Vokabular zur Verfügung, das die 
Welt als grundlos erschließt und den Verzicht auf jede Metaphysik 
der Begründung nahelegt” (16). Diese Charakterisierung des Topos 
im Sinne eines Ortes wird auch bis auf die Philosophie Nishidas und 
die topische Philosophie von Nakamura Yūjirō ausgedehnt, mit der 
das Buch abschließt (339–89).

Unter dem Gesichtspunkt des Topos im Sinne des rhetorischen 
Themas soll die gesamte Geistesgeschichte Japans beschrieben wer-
den, wobei der Topos des ‘soku’, der paradoxen Identität, eine zent-
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rale Stellung einnimmt. Dazu werden noch weitere Topoi genannt, 
die für die japanische Philosophie charakteristisch sind, wie der 
Topos des natürlich-spontanen Hervortretens (shizen oder onozu-
kara), der Topos von Substanz und Funktion (taiyū) sowie der Topos 
des Ursprungs (hon) (36):

Sachliche Inkonsequenz in der Darstellung

In diesem Versuch, die japanische Philosophie als eine topische zu 
charakterisieren, ist es nun durchaus interessant, zu erfahren, wie der 
Kamakura-Buddhismus dargestellt wird. In einem kurzen Abschnitt 
mit der Überschrift “Der Griff nach fremder Hilfe: Hōnen, Shinran, 
Nichiren” erscheint eine unverständliche Formulierung über den 
Amida-Buddhismus, der “die buddhistischen Riten mit Elementen 
der Volksreligion [verknüpfte]” und dem “es genügen [konnte], Sut-
ren zu rezitieren, um Erlösung zu erreichen” (198). Diese verwirrende 
Darstellung kulminiert in der folgenden Äußerung:

Die Amida- und Nichiren-Sekten haben aus der mappō-Lehre die 
Konsequenz gezogen, dass die Umkehr zur Rettung nicht aus eigener 
Kraft möglich ist; es braucht dazu die Hilfe eines anderen –Buddhas 
(198). 

Überraschend ist hier die pauschale Identifizierung des Nichi
ren- mit dem Amida- Buddhismus, wie bereits die Überschrift 
von vornherein verdeutlicht. Zum Thema Nichiren selbst wird 
erwähnt, dass er “die neuen Amida-Schulen abgelehnt” und “wie der 
Amida-Buddhismus auf die pointierte Auswahl aus dem Kanon des 
Mahayana” gesetzt hat, wobei “die Auswahl eines einzigen Sutras, des 
Lotos-Sutras, als Grundlage der buddhistischen Botschaft, dem zeit-
typischen Willen zur Vereinfachung entspricht” (201). Neben dieser 
undifferenzierten Charakterisierung des Nichiren-Buddhismus ist 
nicht begreiflich, warum Nichiren “die neuen Amida-Schulen abge-
lehnt” haben soll, wenn seine Position der Amida-Schule nahezu 
gleichgesetzt wird.
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Nach einer kurzen Behandlung von Eisai und Dōgen im histo-
rischen Kontext erfolgt ein weiterer Abschnitt mit der Überschrift 
“Der Zen-Buddhismus: Die leeren Hände des Patriarchen Dōgen”, 
die symbolisch zum Ausdruck bringt, dass Dōgen –anders als frü-
here Mönche oder Gelehrte– von seiner Studienreise aus China 
nichts Wertvolles wie buddhistische Sutras und Utensilien mit-
brachte. Dōgen wird als einer “der bedeutendsten Denker Japans” 
gepriesen und sein Hauptwerk Shōbōgenzō wird kurz vorgestellt. 
Dabei berufen sich beide Autoren auf das Werk Dumoulins (1976) 
und versuchen Dōgens Position als “Seinsrealismus” zu charakteri-
sieren: 

Das Allgemeine ist nicht eigentlich in den Dingen, sondern liegt in 
der Bestimmung, daß die Dinge zugleich allgemein und einzeln-kon-
kret sind; und umgekehrt, dass sich das Allgemeine nicht jenseits der 
Dinge repräsentieren lässt.

Beide bedienen sich ferner des Begriffs der Buddha-Natur und der 
Rhetorik der Negation, “um zu zeigen, dass die Dinge ohne substan-
tielle Bestimmung oder leer sind” (205–206). 

Kritische Bemerkungen

Die buddhistische Philosophie Dōgens lässt sich relativ problemlos 
genuin philosophisch wiedergeben. Problematisch erscheint jedoch 
eine pauschale Charakterisierung des Kamakura-Buddhismus ins-
gesamt. Pörtner und Heise versuchen hinsichtlich des Amida- und 
des Nichiren-Buddhismus gemeinsame Charakterzüge aufzuzeigen 
(198). Selbst dort scheint dieser Versuch nicht zu gelingen: Denn 
der erste Charakterzug “die Überschreitung aller Bindungen an die 
diesseitige Welt” gilt eher für die Position Dōgens als für Hōnen, 
Shinran und Nichiren. Die “Abwendung von magisch-mythischen 
Formen der Tradition, die Shingon und Tendai dem Buddhismus 
zugänglich gemacht hatten” könnte höchstens für Shinran gelten, 
jedoch nicht für Nichiren. Die “Reduzierung der Hilfsmittel zur 
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Erleuchtung auf das unmittelbare Verhältnis zu Buddha selbst” ist 
eine problematische Formulierung, weil sowohl für Nichiren als auch 
für Shinran die Ausübung eher als der Ausdruck der Erleuchtung 
selbst verstanden wurde denn als ein Hilfsmittel zur Erleuchtung. 
Die vierte und letzte Charakterisierung der “breiten Popularisierung” 
trifft Hōnens Nenbutsu, jedoch nicht Shinran und Nichiren, die zu 
ihren Lebzeiten eher als eine Randerscheinung galten. 

Diese scheinbar gemeinsamen Charakterzüge des Kamakura-
Buddhismus ähneln weitgehend der Auffassung, die Ienaga Saburō 
in seiner 1947 veröffentlichten “Studie über die buddhistische 
Gedankengeschichte des Mittelalters” vertritt. So liegt es nahe, dass 
beide Autoren eine bestimmte These, die in Japan bereits mehrfach 
kritisch behandelt worden ist, unkritisch übernommen haben. 

Neben dieser sich ständig wiederholenden Praxis des jour-
nalistischen Prinzips der Übernahme einer vorgefertigten Mei-
nung ist noch darauf hinzuweisen, dass es ohnehin ein gewagtes 
Unterfangen darstellt, gewisse gemeinsame Charakterzüge der so 
vielfältigen Bewegungen des Kamakura-Buddhismus zusammen-
zufassen, ohne sich vorher mit den einzelnen Formen eingehend 
befasst zu haben. 

Es ist aber auch nicht leicht, sich mit den jeweiligen Quellen-
texten von vielen unterschiedlichen Denkern zu befassen und seine 
Auffassung nicht von der bestehenden Sekundärliteratur abhän-
gig zu machen. Außerdem lässt eine gesamte Geistesgeschichte 
von etwa 1500 Jahren keine einheitliche philosophische Gemein-
samkeit zu. Daher muss aus der Fülle der Geschichte bewusst eine 
bestimmte Auswahl getroffen werden, um wiederum auch weitere 
Aspekte innerhalb der ausgewählten Materialien außer Acht zu las-
sen. Andernfalls läuft man Gefahr, dass der gewählte Einheitsaspekt 
auf der Strecke bleibt, so dass dieser Aspekt nicht konsequent ange-
wandt werden kann. 
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Zusammenfassung: die problematik des eurozentris-
tischen philosophiebegriffs

Die Anwendung spezifischer Begriffe der europäischen Kultur- und 
Geistesgeschichte auf eine Fremdkultur stellt ohnehin ein schwieri-
ges Unterfangen dar und ist dennoch in den meisten komparativen 
Perspektiven unvermeidbar. Problematisch scheint jedoch nicht die 
Begriffsverwendung selbst, sondern der Gesamtkontext zu sein, in 
dem solche Begriffe positioniert werden, damit sie ihre spezifische 
Funktion ausüben können. 

Konkret lassen sich die Probleme der oben erwähnten deutschen 
philosophischen Unterfangen weitgehend in Übereinstimmung mit 
Sueki (1998, 322–42) folgendermaßen zusammenfassen: 

1. Der Philosophiebegriff wird entweder zu breit oder zu eng aufgefasst.

Brüll (1989, x) versteht die Philosophie sehr allgemein als das “den-
kende Suchen”, das auch mit menschlich-existenziellen Fragen ver-
bunden ist, um überhaupt “die traditionellen japanischen Denksys-
teme weitgehend philosophisch nennen” zu können. Paul (1993, 4f.) 
grenzt die Philosophie im Gegensatz zum Mythos, der Religion und 
der Theologie auf die “an Logik und Erfahrung orientierte Reflexion 
menschlicher Grundfragen” ein und sieht in der logischen Reflexion 
die universale Eigenschaft, jenseits der kulturellen Unterschiede auch 
“sprachunabhängig” zu sein. Pörtner und Heise (1995, 8) interes-
sieren sich von vornherein für eine der japanischen Kultur spezi-
fische Denkform, nach der “das Fremde deutlich markiert als das 
Andere (blieb), vor dem und durch das sich das Eigene profiliert” 
betrachtet wird. Diese Denkform wird als “topische Philosophie” 
charakterisiert, die auf die metaphysische Begründung der Welt und 
des Subjekts verzichtet und alles in Korrelation zu begreifen sucht 
(13ff.). 
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2. Der jeweiligen Sichtweise entsprechend wird eine beliebige Auswahl 
getroffen.

Trotz der weit gefassten philosophischen Perspektive konzentriert 
sich Brülls Beschreibung im Kapitel der “Buddhistischen Philo-
sophie” auf die indische und chinesische Philosophie, die erst die 
Grundlage für die weitere Entwicklung des japanischen Buddhis-
mus bildet. Der Amidismus und Nichirenismus wird dabei zu 
kurz behandelt. Paul bewertet die Inmyō-Doktrin, verstanden als 
“Argumentationstheorie”, zu hoch, wobei unmöglich behauptet 
werden kann, dass sie der “Begriff einer Philosophie ist, die in ihrem 
empirischen und logischen Charakter den strengsten ‘westlichen’ 
Kriterien genügt” (Paul 1993, 11; zur Kritik s. Sueki 1998, 332). Im 
Gegensatz zu Pauls logizistischem Standpunkt öffnen Pörtner und 
Heise eine breitere Perspektive im Verständnis der diversen geisti-
gen Elemente in der Kultur Japans. Dennoch lässt die Perspektive 
der topischen Philosophie unklar, was ihre Elemente beispielsweise 
bei Hōnen sind, und zwingt am Ende –über diverse Denker der 
Moderne hinaus– zu einem großen Gedankensprung hin zum post-
modernen Vertreter der topischen Philosophie, Nakamura Yūjirō.

3. Aufgrund der europäisch-traditionellen Trennung von Religion und 
Philosophie wird der historische Gesamtkontext auseinander gerissen, 
von dem aus die Aufgabenstellung und der Stellenwert der einzelnen 
Gedankensysteme erst ersichtlich werden.

In der Aussage Brülls (1989, x), dass im Buddhismus die “religi-
öse und philosophische Spekulation zusammenfallen (und) sich hier 
also eine Sonderstellung herausgebildet hat”, kommt ein bestimmtes 
Verständnis zum Ausdruck, das Sueki (1998, 326) als “Eurozentris-
mus” bezeichnet. Ebenso lässt sich im Ansatz Pauls, in der logischen 
Konsistenz eine von den jeweiligen Kulturen unabhängige Univer-
salität zu sehen und somit die Philosophie von der Religion strikt 
zu unterscheiden, eine eurozentristische Denkweise feststellen (332). 
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Pörtner und Heise geraten in die Gefahr, das Fremde in eine bereits 
festgelegte Schablone hineinzupressen. Darüber hinaus ist gerade 
umgekehrt der topische Charakter des japanischen Denkens, der 
auch im Zusammenhang mit der mittelalterlichen Tendai-Philoso-
phie der Urerleuchtung steht, neuerdings zum Gegenstand heftiger 
Kritik geworden (s. Matsumoto 1980, Hakamaya 1989 u. 1990). 
Die politisch-ideologische Funktion des topischen Denkens, die auf-
grund der allumfassenden Eigenschaft des leeren Raumes zu einer 
religionsphilosophischen Legitimierung des Status quo tendiert, darf 
nicht übersehen werden. 

4. Unter einem Philosophiebegriff kann die Geschichte der japanischen 
Denkweise nicht durchgehend konsistent beschrieben werden.

Alle drei Bücher versuchen demnach auf ihre eigene Art und Weise, 
einen Überblick über die japanische Gedanken- bzw. Geistesge-
schichte zu verschaffen, können diese jedoch aufgrund ihrer einsei-
tigen Sichtweise nicht durchgehend konsistent beschreiben. Daher 
wäre es zunächst strategisch angebracht, entweder von vornherein 
unter den spezifizierten Kriterien des philosophischen Gedankensys-
tems sowohl eine stark begrenzte Auswahl aus der Fülle der gesam-
ten Geistesgeschichte zu treffen als auch eine Extraktion aus den 
Werken der ausgewählten einzelnen Denker vorzunehmen. Oder 
aber anstelle des begriffsgeschichtlich vorbelasteten Philosophiebe-
griffes ist eine Metasprache wie der Allgemeinbegriff der Ideen- oder 
Geistesgeschichte zu verwenden. 

5. Bei einer Gesamtdarstellung der Geistesgeschichte Japans ist mit der 
Sekundärliteratur mit Sorgfalt umzugehen.

Zum Schluss sei noch einmal die Problematik des journalistischen 
Prinzips der Widerholung einer bereits zuvor etablierten Meinung 
unterstrichen. Dieses Prinzip scheint deswegen so oft praktiziert zu 
werden, weil man in Deutschland zu wenige Monographien über die 
einzelnen Denker zur Verfügung hat und sich meistens auch nicht 
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die Mühe gibt, sich mit den jeweiligen Quellentexten zu beschäf-
tigen. Vor diesem Hintergrund empfiehlt sich die weitere inten-
sive Forschung in den einzelnen Bereichen, wie beispielsweise dem 
Bereich des Kamakura-Buddhismus. Dabei ist die eigenständige phi-
losophische und interkulturelle Reflexivität in den Vordergrund zu 
stellen, ohne sich dem oben genannten journalistischen Prinzip zu 
unterwerfen. Es ist nämlich die Lehre, die wir aus den bisherigen 
Überlegungen ziehen können, dass wir nicht vorschnell eine popu-
lärwissenschaftliche Pauschalisierung oder gar Vor- und Fehlurteile 
unreflektiert rezipieren sollten. 

Literatur

Brüll, Lydia
	 1989	 Die japanische Philosophie . Eine Einführung. Darmstadt.

Dumoulin, Heinrich
	 1959	 Zen – Geschichte und Gestalt. Bern.
	 1976	 Geschichte des Zen-Buddhismus. Bern: Francke.

Gadamer, Hans-Georg
	 1997	 Gadamer Lesebuch, hrsg. v. Jean Grondin. Tübingen: Mohr.

Hakamaya Noriaki
	 1990	 Hihan bukkyō. Ōkura Shuppan.
	 1989	 Hongaku shisō hihan. ōkura Shuppan.

Ienaga Saburō
	 1990	 Chūsei bukkyō shisōshi kenkyū. Hōzōkan.

Lüth, Paul
	 1944	 Die japanische Philosophie. Tübingen: Mohr.

Matsumoto Shirō
	 1980	 Engi to kū: Nyoraizō-shisō hihan. ōkura Shuppan.

Paul, Gregor
	 1993	 Philosophie in Japan. Von den Anfängen bis zur Heian-Zeit: Eine 

kritische Untersuchung. München. 



230  |  Rezeption des japanischen Buddhismus in Deutschland

Petzold, Bruno 
	 1982	 Die Quintessenz der T’ien-t’ai-(Tendai-) Lehre. Eine kompara-

tive Untersuchung. Horst Hammitzsch (Hg.).Wiesbaden. 
Pörtner, Peter, u. Jens Heise
	 1995	 Die Philosophie Japans: Von den Anfängen bis zur Gegenwart. 

Stuttgart: Alfred Kröner Verlag. 
Sueki Fumihito
	 1998	 Kaitaisuru gengo to sekai – Bukkyō karano chōsen. Iwanami Sho-

ten.



231

Die Zukunft der japanischen  
Philosophie in Deutschland

Gereon Kopf

Die Situation und Zukunft der japanischen Philo-
sophie in Deutschland konstituiert sicher keinen 

Einzelfall, sondern ähnelt weitgehend der in den meisten westeu-
ropäischen Ländern. Wie Jacynthe Tremblay in ihrem Aufsatz mit 
Blick auf Frankreich erwähnt, sind eine Verbesserung elektronischer 
und digitaler Medien, eine Zunahme an Sekundärliteratur und 
Übersetzungen wie auch eine Intensivierung der internationalen 
Kooperation in Deutschland ebenfalls unbedingt notwendig, um 
eine Verbreitung der japanischen Philosophie zu fördern. Ihre wei-
teren Vorschläge, wie zum Beispiel daß es notwendig sei, bei den 
VerlegerInnen ein erhöhtes Bewußtsein für die japanische Philoso-
phie zu wecken, sind auch im deutschen Kontext hilfreich. Auch 
wäre es, wie Tiziano Tosolini es im Fall Italiens in seinem Aufsatz 
bemerkt, dem Projekt der japanischen Philosophie eher zukömm-
lich, wenn sie mit der europäischen Philosophie der Gegenwart und 
ins Besondere mit der Philosophie der Postmoderne in Zusammen-
hang gebracht würde. Damit würde der japanischen Philosophie 
eine Relevanz gegeben, die wichtig ist, um die Veröffentlichungen 
von Werken, die entweder in den Bereich der japanischen Philoso-
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phie fallen oder wenigstens sich mit ihr befassen, den deutschen Ver-
lagshäusern schmackhaft zu machen.

Es scheint überhaupt der Schlüssel zur Verbreitung der japa-
nischen Philosophie zu sein, das Interesse an ihr zu wecken. Man 
muß sich in diesem Zusammenhang vergegenwärtigen, daß es 
während des Studiums in Deutschland einer besonderen Energie 
und Motivation bedarf, japanische Philosophie als Hauptfach zu 
wählen. Nicht nur spielt japanische Philosophie, wenn überhaupt, 
allenfalls nur eine untergeordnete Rolle im Angebot der philoso-
phischen Fakultäten in Deutschland, sie wird vielerorts überhaupt 
nicht als Philosophie angesehen, sondern nur in den Fakultäten der 
Japanologie, Ethnologie oder Religionswissenschaft als ein Teilfach 
dieser Gebiete behandelt. Dazu kommt natürlich die Tatsache, 
daß sich nicht wenige deutsche PhilosophInnen scheuen, sich des 
Japanischen zu bemächtigen, oder nur unzureichendes Wissen über 
die japanischen – und genereller: die ostasiatischen – Kulturen besit-
zen. Um diese Barrieren zu überwinden, braucht es natürlich neben 
der finanziellen Unterstützung und einer Zunahme von Lehrstühlen 
für und Kongressen über japanische Philosophie in Deutschland 
eine grundsätzliche Anerkennung nicht nur dessen, daß es in Japan 
eine eigenständige philosophische Tradition gibt, sondern auch, daß 
gerade diese Tradition zum allgemeinen philosophischen Diskurs 
beitragen und ihn weiterbringen kann. 

Mit anderen Worten: Eine erfolgreiche Verbreitung japa-
nischer Philosophie in Deutschland setzt voraus, daß sowohl 
Universitätsverwaltungen als auch Professorinnen und Student
innen von der Wichtigkeit ihres Studiums überzeugt sind. Die 
Verwaltungen, um neue Stellen zu schaffen, die ProfessorInnen, 
um Kongresse zu organisieren und japanische Philosophie in ihre 
Vorlesungen einzubeziehen, die StudentInnen, um, wenn sie vor 
der Wahl ihres Schwerpunktes stehen, nicht davor zurückzu
schrecken, sich mit einer neuen Sprache und Tradition auseinan-
der zu setzen. Dies ist besonders wichtig, da es immer einfacher 
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ist, sich in ein gemachtes Bett zu legen, als sich mühselig einen 
neuen Weg durchs Unterholz einer fremden Sprache und Kultur 
zu bahnen. Unglücklicher-, aber verständlicherweise liegt die 
Beweislast der Relevanz japanischer Philosophie für Philosophie 
und Gesellschaft überhaupt bei den wenigen PhilosophInnen und 
WissenschaftlerInnen, die sich ihr widmen. Im Allgemeinen wird es 
wohl einfacher sein, für Interesse an der japanischen Philosophie zu 
werben, wenn es gelingt, ihre philosophische Relevanz zu vermit-
teln. Um es noch konkreter auszudrücken, es scheint mir ein bes-
serer Grund zu sein, die Philosophie eines Watsuji Tetsurō zu stu-
dieren, weil sie zu einer allgemeinen Ethik beiträgt und nicht, weil 
sie japanisch ist. Was einer solchen Einstellung aber im Wege steht, 
ist eine Darstellung der japanischen Philosophie, die den Aspekt des 
Japanischen über ihren Inhalt stellt. 

Obwohl eine Darstellung der japanischen Philosophie als 
Ausdruck der japanischen Kultur zweifellos ihre Berechtigung hat, 
gerade weil die intellektuelle und philosophische Tradition Japans oft 
übersehen oder gar mißachtet wird, bewirkt sie auch oft den gegen-
teiligen Effekt, indem schon die Kategorie “japanische Philosophie” 
an sich, aber auch deren Darstellung im Allgemeinen, eine Substanz 
des “Japanischen” oder zumindest eine Vorherrschaft der ethni-
schen wie auch der sprachlichen Dimension über die eigentlichen 
philosophischen Inhalte suggeriert. Dies ist zwar sicher nicht nur in 
Deutschland so, aber ich werde hier diese Problem mit einem Blick 
auf die deutschsprachige Literatur zu durchleuchten suchen.

Das größte Marketingproblem der japanischen Philosophie in 
Deutschland liegt sicherlich in ihrer Darstellung primär als japanische 
Philosophie. Ist sie einmal begrifflich als “japanische Philosophie” 
gefaßt, stellt sich folgendes Problem. Wird sie als der europäischen 
ähnlich dargestellt, stellt sich den PhilosophInnen in Deutschland 
die Frage, warum das Studium der japanischen Philosophie und 
Sprache dann überhaupt notwendig sei; wird sie als das ganz Andere 
benannt, liegt für viele der Verdacht nahe, daß die sogenannte japa-
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nische Philosophie vielleicht überhaupt keine Philosophie darstelle 
und überhaupt philosophisch nicht unbedingt relevant sei. Dieses 
Problem läßt sich anhand von zwei Problemfeldern verdeutlichen, 
dem Philosophiebegriff selbst und der Darstellung der japanischen 
Denksysteme.

Oft wird der Begriff der Philosophie kulturspezifisch als 
“westliche” oder “europäische” Errungenschaft definiert. Ein 
Beispiel für einen solchen Philosophiebegriff liefert Oswald 
Schwemmer, der Philosophie zwar erst kulturspezifisch “als ins-
titutionalisierte Selbstreflektion der europäischen Geistes- und 
Zivilisationsgeschichte”1 definiert, aber dann doch methodologisch 
orientiert als ein “aus ihrem am Logos, der Ratio oder der Vernunft 
orientierten Selbstverständnis”, d.h. als “Explikationsunternehmen”, 
als “argumentsanalytischen Logos” und als “dialektische Systematik”2 
behandelt und vorstellt. Ob vom Autor beabsichtigt oder nicht, im 
Lichte dieser Beschreibung kann sich der Leser dieses Aufsatzes im 
Kontext einer vergleichenden Philosophie des Eindruckes nicht 
erwehren, daß dieses “Explikationsunternehmen” und diese “dialek-
tische Systematik” ein schlechthin europäisches Unterfangen oder 
zumindest ein Unternehmen sei, das seine Wurzeln ausschließlich 
in der europäischen Tradition hat. Daß solch ein Philosophiebegriff 
problematisch ist, zeigt Walter Schweidler in dem Aufsatz “Was ist 
Philosophie?”, der in dem gleichen Sammelband wie Schwemmers 
Aufsatz erschienen ist, nicht zuletzt dadurch, daß Nicolai Hartman 
selbst Martin Heidegger nicht unbedingt als Philosophen anerkannte 
und Karl Jaspers “ganz selbstverständlich Buddha, Konfuzius, Laozi, 
und Nāgārjuna” in seine “Geschichte der ‘großen Philosophen’’’ 
einbezogen hat.3 Schweidler schließt aus dieser Betrachtung, daß 

1. O. Schwemmer, “Europäische Rationalität und philosophisches Formdenken.” 
In: Zukünftiges Menschsein – Ethik zwischen Ost und West. Hrsg.: Ralf Elm und Ma-
moru Takayama. Baden-Baden: Nomos Verlagsgesellschaft, 2003, 37.

2. Schwemmer, ibid., 38, 57, 58.
3. W. Schweidler, “Was ist Philosophie?” In: Zukünftiges Menschsein Ethik zwischen 
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die Eigenheit der “westlichen” Philosophie einzig in der Bildung 
des philosophischen Diskurses in der europäischen Tradition liegt. 
“Zum Phänotypus der ‘Philosophie’ im westlichen Sinne gehört 
dementsprechend ein signifikant geringeres Maß an Ausbildung von 
‘Schulen’ … wie sie Jahrhunderte und sogar Jahrtausende die öst-
liche Tradition bestimmen. Nicht auf der intra-, wohl aber auf der 
intertextuellen Ebene kann man insofern ein griechisch-abendlän-
disches Geburtsrecht des eine gesamte Kultur prägenden Diskurses 
namens ‘Philosophie’ begründet betrachten.”4

Einen interessanten Ansatz eines methodologisch eng definier-
ten Philosophiebegriffs, der aber nicht kulturspezifisch ist, kann 
man bei Gregor Paul finden. Pauls Verständnis von der Philosophie 
als “rationaler Reflektion” ist zwar auch eng gefaßt, richtet sich aber 
deutlich gegen ein kulturspezifisches Verständnis von Philosophie. 
Das Problem mit seiner Ausführung ist nicht so sehr die Enge seines 
Philosophiebegriffs, sondern seine Anwendung dessen, die zumin-
dest schwer nachvollziehbar, wenn nicht inkonsistent ist. Matsudo 
hat in seinem Aufsatz schon angemerkt, daß Paul Platon und Kūkai 
unter diesen Philosophiebegriff faßt, Nishida Kitarō und Martin 
Heidegger jedoch nicht. So eine Differenzierung scheint schwer 
mit Argumenten zu belegen zu sein, aber Paul trifft den Nagel auf 
den Kopf, wenn er erklärt, daß “im Großen und Ganzen gese-
hen, Fragestellungen, Gegenstände, Disziplinen und Methoden, 
Äußerlichkeiten beiseite gelassen, die gleichen [sind] wie im Westen 
auch.”5 Es ist wichtig festzuhalten, daß Paul seine enge Definition 
nicht dazu verwendet, um verschiedene Kulturkreise zu differenzie-
ren, sondern um aus seiner Sichtweise den philosophischen Weizen 
von der Spreu kulturunabhängig auszusortieren.

Diesem Verständnis steht Lydia Brülls weiter Philosophiebegriff 

Ost und West. Hrsg.: Ralf Elm und Mamoru Takayama. Baden-Baden: Nomos Ver-
lagsgesellschaft, 2003, 20.

4. Schweidler, ibid., 25.
5. G. Paul, Die Philosophie Japans. München: Iudicium Verlag, 1993, 341.
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als “denkendes Suchen”6 und Peter Pörtners und Jens Heises “kul-
turunterscheidender” Philosophiebegriff gegenüber.7 Letztere 
begreifen die japanischen Denksysteme als topologische oder 
intuitive und westliche Denkansätze als kritische Philosophie. 
Diese Verallgemeinerung ist natürlich schwer haltbar, da es dazu 
Gegenbeispiele auf beiden Seiten gibt. Hinzu kommt, daß selbst 
Hakamaya Noriaki, der wie Pörtner und Heise Giambattista Vicos 
Rhetorik benutzt, um den japanischen Buddhismus zu analysieren, 
diesen begrifflichen Unterschied zwischen einer topologischen und 
kritischen Philosophie nicht als einen interkulturellen, sondern eher 
als einen intrareligiösen Unterschied zwischen einem korrekten und 
einem dekadenten Buddhismus sieht.8 

Dazu kommt, daß zum Beispiel Nishida und Tanabe inter-
essanterweise ausschließlich die Philosophie Kants als kritische 
Philosophie betrachten und ihre eigene Philosophie als “radikalen 
Kritizismus” (tetteiteki hihan shugi) oder als “absolute Kritik” (zettai 
hihan), d.h. als Variationen einer kritischen Philosophie, bezeich-
nen. Dies stellt natürlich das gesamte Unternehmen von Pörtner 
und Heise, aber auch von Hakamaya, in Frage. Das Model, das 
Pörtner und Heise anwenden, ist, wie es die Denker des ‘kritischen 
Buddhismus’ offen zugeben, ideologisch und nicht beschreibend 
und daher als Kategorie einer vergleichenden oder gar interkulturel-
len Philosophie unbedingt nicht anwendbar.

Genau betrachtet, führen die zwei unterschiedlichen Ansätze, 
japanische Philosophie zu verstehen, zum gleichen Ergebnis, nämlich 
zu der Mythologisierung der “westlichen” Philosophie als Vernunft 
und des japanischen Denkens als kulturspezifische Intuition. Eine 
ähnliche Tendenz zur Mythologisierung liegt der Differenzierung 

6. L. Brüll, Die Japanische Philosophie – Eine Einführung. Darmstadt: Wissen-
schaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1989.

7. J. Heise und P. Pörtner. Die Philosophie Japans – Von den Anfängen bis zur Gegen-
wart. Stuttgart: Alfred Kröner Verlag, 1995.

8. Hakamaya Noriaki, Hihan bukkyō. Tokyo: Daizō Shuppan, 1990.
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zwischen einer “westlichen Philosophie” und “der quasi-philosophi-
schen Gedankenwelt des Ostens”9 zu Grunde. So unterscheidet zum 
Beispiel Ōhashi Ryōsuke, der sich generell dieser Problematik sehr 
bewußt ist, zwischen einem “japanischen Auge” und einem “deut-
schen Auge”, obwohl er zur selben Zeit zugibt, daß auch Deutsche 
ein japanisches Auge und JapanerInnen ein deutsches Auge besitzen 
können. Ironischerweise bekräftigt selbst Brüll mit ihrem sogenann-
ten weitgefaßten Philosophiebegriff diesen Eindruck zweier ver-
schiedenen Gedankenwelten, insofern sie suggeriert, daß die japani-
sche Philosophie einem engen Philosophiebegriff nicht gerecht wer-
den könne. Andernfalls gäbe es keinen Grund, überhaupt von einem 
“weit gefaßten” Philosophiebegriff zu sprechen. 

Ähnlich ist auch der Unterschied zwischen einem engen und 
einem weiten Philosophiebegriff nicht nur in der Rhetorik deut-
scher Philosophen zu finden. Anders als in Indien und China, die 
nicht zwischen ihrer eigenen intellektuellen Tradition und derer der 
“westlichen” Kolonialmächte unterscheiden, werden in Japan seit 
der Meji-Zeit “westliche Philosophie” und “japanisches Denken” 
unterschiedlich als tetsugaku und shisō behandelt. Im Gegensatz 
zu engen Philosophiebegriffen “made in the West” liegt diesem 
Unterschied nicht ein doppelter Philosophiebegriff zu Grunde, son-
dern er beruht auf der Annahme zweier verschiedener Traditionen 
und Denksysteme. Es würde zu weit führen, dieses Problem hier 
gründlich zu durchleuchten, es ist aber wichtig zu betonen, daß 
Denksysteme des Altertums und des Mittelalters von Ost und West 
nicht am Maßstab der Moderne gemessen werden können. 

Interessanterweise gelingt es Pauls engem Philosophiebegriff 
aufzuzeigen, daß selbst bei einem engen Philosophiebegriff der 
Unterschied nicht inter- sondern intrakulturell ist. Folgerichtig gibt 
es auf der einen Seite Philosophie im engeren Sinne in Japan und 
auf der anderen selbst unter den Mitgliedern des Kanons der euro-

9. Ōhashi Ryōsuke, Japan im Interkulturellen Dialog. München: Iudicum, 1999, 134.
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päischen Philosophie Beispiele, die diesem engen Philosophiebegriff 
nicht gerecht werden. Im selben Sinne bemerkt Schweidler: “Wie 
kann man die Bedeutung des Wortes ‘Philosophie’ auf einen kulturell 
zentrierten Text-Kanon reduzieren wollen, wenn es so offensichtlich 
Berührungen und Überkreuzungen zwischen Existenzerfahrungen 
von Denkern innerhalb wie außerhalb dieses Kanons gibt?”10 So 
gesehen ist es, selbst wenn man einen Philosophiebegriff anwendet, 
der jegliches kritische und systematische Denken einschließt, offen-
sichtlich, daß das Verständnis “japanischer Philosophie” als eigen-
ständige philosophische Tradition, die verschiedene Einflüsse von 
außen integriert, seine Gültigkeit hat.

Die “Konstruktion der Differenz”11 zwischen der “östlichen” 
und der “westlichen” Tradition wie auch zwischen der “Philosophie” 
und der “Nichtphilosophie” ist nicht auf den Philosophiebegriff 
begrenzt, sondern spiegelt sich vor allem in der Darstellung und 
Selbstdarstellung der japanischen Philosophie in Deutschland wie-
der. Dieses Problem ist vielschichtig. So schließt zum Beispiel Junko 
Hamada ihre Einführung in die japanische Philosophie mit einem 
Kapitel über “Das Scheitern der Vernunft.”12 Natürlich ist ein sol-
cher Abschnitt in einer Einführung in die japanische Philosophie 
gerechtfertigt, da dieser Titel das philosophische Projekt von 
Denkern wie Yasuo Yuasa beschreibt. Zur gleichen Zeit muß man 
natürlich auch anmerken, daß seit der Mitte des 20. Jahrhunderts 
die Vernunft nicht nur in Japan sondern auch vor allem in Europa 
in ihre Grenzen verwiesen worden ist. Das Problem dieses Titels 
liegt daher nicht in seiner Aussage selbst, sondern an dem geistesge-
schichtlichen Milieu, das er zum Ausdruck bringt. Genauer gesagt, 
das Problem liegt in der Tatsache begründet, daß mit Bezug zum 
japanischen Denken immer noch die Frage gestellt wird, ob es als 

10. Schweidler, loc. cit., 30.
11. Schweidler, ibid., 30.
12. J. Hamada, Japanische Philosophie nach 1868. Leiden: J. Brill, 1994.
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Philosophie anzuerkennen ist. 
Diesen Zweifel, daß es in Japan wirklich eine Philosophie gibt, 

wird durch die Repräsentanten der japanischen Philosophie in 
Deutschland unbeabsichtigterweise weiter bekräftigt. So ist zum 
Beispiel Ueda Shizuteru, der führende gegenwärtige Repräsentant 
der Kyoto-Schule, in Deutschland hauptsächlich für sein Werk über 
Zen-Philosophie und Meister Eckhart bekannt. Ōhashi, ein wei-
terer führender japanischer Philosoph der Gegenwart, schließt in 
seine Textsammlung der Kyoto-Schule mit Ausnahme von Tanabe 
Hajime fast ausschließlich Religionsphilosophen ein und erwähnt 
die Mitglieder des so genannten linken Flügels der Kyoto-Schule 
nur am Rand. Dazu kommt, daß die Vorreiter des japanischen 
Denkens in der westlichen Welt, die zwar weder in Japan als füh-
rend gelten, noch auf Deutsch geschrieben haben, aber dennoch in 
Deutschland gelesen werden, nämlich D.T. Suzuki und Masao Abe, 
dieses Vorurteil nur noch bestärken, indem sie japanisches Denken 
als das dem westlichen Denken ganz Andere und gleichzeitig nicht 
als Philosophie im eigenen Sinne definieren. Genauso ist es ein 
Problem, daß speziell die drei Vorreiter der Kyoto-Schule, Nishida, 
Tanabe und Nishitani Keiji (1990-1990) immer auf der einen Seite 
im Kontext des Diskurses der deutschen Philosophie, dann aber 
halt doch pauschal als sich von ihr unterscheidend – in Liederbachs 
Worten: als die “westliche” Philosophie gleichzeitig vereinnahmend 
und dann doch ablehnend – dargestellt werden. 

Die Alternative dazu, die die japanische Philosophie immer 
noch hinter exotisch anmutenden Floskeln, die den Hauch des 
Kōans vermitteln, versteckt und als eine Flucht vor der Vernunft 
ausgibt, ist ebenso problematisch. Es ist natürlich wahr, daß viele 
PhilosophInnen Japans die Grenzen des Denkens und der Sprache 
aufzeigen, aber die Folge einer einseitigen Darstellung der japani-
schen Philosophie als das Andere ist, daß das Bild entsteht, japani-
sche Philosophie sei nicht philosophisch, sondern esoterisch, und 
vor allem ganz anders als “westliche Philosophie.” Daraus schließen 
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dann viele, die mit den japanischen Gedankenwelten nicht ver-
traut sind, daß sie lediglich für den Feinschmecker der japanischen 
Kultur oder vielleicht noch für die Religionswissenschaftlerin inte-
ressant sei, nicht aber für die PhilosophInnen. Das Problem liegt 
letztlich darin begründet, daß, obwohl die meisten Philosophen 
und Wissenschaftler sich einig sind, daß die alten Vorurteile, die 
den Westen inhaltlich und methodisch vom Osten abgrenzen, 
überholt sind, die Anwendung der Begriffe “Westen” und “Osten” 
immer noch eine geistige Trennung suggeriert, die sich dann in den 
Definitionen und Darstellungen der japanischen Philosophie wider-
spiegelt.

Solch eine konstruierte Differenz ist aber aus mehreren Gründen 
problematisch. Erstens stellt sich grundsätzlich die Frage, was 
“japanische Philosophie” ist. Ist das Kriterium des Japanischen der 
Herkunftsort, die Nationalität oder die Ethnizität der AutorInnen 
oder ist es gar ein ungreifbares Substrat, der Geist der japanischen 
Kultur? Konstituiert der Aufsatz eines Japaners über Kant japani-
sche Philosophie? Oder der Aufsatz einer Deutschen über Dōgen? 
Diese Fragen haben sehr weit reichende Konsequenzen. Zum 
Beispiel Nishida, der oft als der Begründer der japanischen und als 
ein Repräsentant buddhistischer Philosophie gefeiert wird, widmete 
einen Großteil seines philosophischen Werks der Rezeption deut-
scher Philosophie. Obwohl er sich schon 1927 auf die intellektuelle 
Tradition Ostasiens berief und von 1939-1945 seine Philosophie offi-
ziell als “japanisch” oder “ostasiatisch” kennzeichnete, ist es keine 
Frage, daß Nishida zumindest von 1911 bis 1939 seine Begrifflichkeit 
im Kontext der europäischen Philosophie konzipierte. 

Natürlich hat Nishida den Anspruch, die traditionelle 
Philosophie, die von den Vorsokratikern bis hin ins zwanzigste 
Jahrhundert entwickelt wurde, neu zu gestalten und zu denken, aber 
den selben Anspruch haben auch Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, 
Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger und Jacques Derrida. Daher 
deutet Kritik der traditionellen Philosophie noch lange nicht auf 
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eine separate philosophische Tradition hin. Hinzu kommt, daß die 
Mehrheit der PhilosophInnen in Japan europäische und nordameri-
kanische Philosophie betreiben, während die WissenschaftlerInnen, 
die sich dem Buddhismus, dem Konfuzianismus und der der 
Philosophie der Kyoto-Schule, d.h. eben den Denksystemen, die 
in den oben beschriebenen Büchern als “japanische Philosophie” 
bezeichnet werden, in der Minderheit sind. Zum Beispiel das Werk 
Die Intellektuelle Tradition Japans im 20. Jahrhundert13 stellt von all 
den DenkerInnen, die als japanische Philosophen behandelt werden, 
nur Tanabe Hajime vor.

Dieses Problem wird nur größer, wenn der Begriff der japani-
schen Philosophie benutzt wird, um das japanische Gedankengut 
vom so genannten “westlichen” Import abzugrenzen. Dann müßte 
man eigentlich auch die intellektuellen Einflüsse aus China und 
Korea von einer als “japanischen” konzipierten Tradition abziehen. 
So ein Unterfangen würde aber das Bild der japanischen Philosophie 
grundsätzlich ändern. Genauso problematisch ist natürlich der soge-
nannte Nihonjinron, d.h. die Theorie der Besonderheit Japans. Diese 
ist immer weniger haltbar und auch in sich selbst inkonsistent. Nicht 
nur hat Oguma Eiji in seinem eindrucksvollen Werk Die Herkunft 
des Mythos’ über die Homogenität Japans den Mythos der ethnischen 
Homogenität Japans entlarvt und seziert,14 Liederbach hat in seinem 
Aufsatz “Abweisende Vereinahmung – Strukturen und Probleme 
der philosophischen Japandiskurse” am Beispiel Tsujimura Kōichis 
gezeigt, wie nicht wenige japanische Philosophen die Ideologie des 
Nihonjinrons dazu verwenden, ihre eigene Identität paradoxerweise 
durch die gleichzeitige Vereinnahmung und Ablehnung der “west-
lichen” Begrifflichkeit zu errichten. Diese Diskurse bauen einen 
künstlichen Gegensatz zwischen den zwei Hirngespinsten “Japan” 

13. Narita Ryūichi und Yoshimi Shun’ya, 20 seiki nihon no shisō. Tokyo: Sakuinsha, 
2002.

14. Oguma Eiji, Tan’ itsu minzoku shinwa no kigen: nihonjin no jigazō no keifu. 
Tokyo Shin’yōsha, 1995.
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und dem “Westen” auf, deren Existenz ideologisch und nicht philo-
sophisch argumentativ begründet ist. Die Rede von dem japanischen 
Wesen ist im Allgemeinen sehr problematisch, wie es von Denkern 
wie Yoshino Kōsaku15 und Hans-Peter Liederbach ausreichend 
belegt ist, da es sich bei einem solchen Substrat, dem japanischen 
Geist oder dem Wesen Japans, nicht um Realität, sondern eher um 
eine ideologisch bedingte Fiktion handelt.16 

In diesem Zusammenhang schlägt Gregor Paul vor, von der 
“Philosophie in Japan” und nicht von einer “japanische Philosophie” 
zu sprechen. Er begründet seine Wortwahl damit, daß der Begriff 
“japanische Philosophie” zwar die geographische Herkunft und die 
Sprache eines bestimmten Textes beschreibt, aber nicht einen “japa-
nischen Geist” dessen “Wesen überdies jeweils im spezifischen und 
für andere quasi notwendigen Fremden liegen soll.”17

Meines Erachtens wäre der Verbreitung der japanischen Philoso-
phie in Deutschland viel geholfen, wenn die Rhetorik, die den Osten 
gegen den Westen und umgekehrt ausspielt, aufgehoben würde, und 
die japanische Philosophie als eine eigenständige Tradition mit vie-
len Einflüssen dargestellt würde. Schlagwörter wie der Titel von Lily 
Abeggs berühmtem Buch “Ostasien denkt anders”18 sind einfach 
nicht mehr haltbar, nicht nur, weil sie interkulturelle Gemeinsam-
keiten verleugnen, sondern auch, da sie vorgeben, daß alle Den-
krichtungen Ostasiens einheitlich dargestellt werden können, und 
damit Unterschiede zwischen diesen Denkströmungen übergehen. 
Das zweischneidige Schwert des Orientalismus, das die Welt auf der 
einen Seite in zwei Hälften aufteilt und auf der anderen Seite ein 

15. Yoshino Kōsaku, Bunka nashonarizumu no shakaigaku: Gendai nihon no aidenti-
ti no yukue. Nagoya: Nagoya Daigaku Shuppankai, 1997.

16. H.-P. Liederbach, “Abweisende Vereinnahmung: Strukturen und Probleme der 
Philosophischen Japandiskurse.” in Nachrichten: Die Gesellschaft für Natur- und Völ-
kerkunde Asiens 73, 1/2 (2003): 35–63.

17. Paul, op. cit., 14.
18. L. Abegg, Ostasien Denkt Anders. Zürich: Atlantis, 1949.
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ungreifbares Substrat des Ostens wie des Westens postuliert, muß an 
der Komplexität der verschiedenen intellektuellen Traditionen und 
deren unzähligen Verknüpfungen zerbrechen. Schweidler fordert 
daher eine “Destruktion der Differenz” zwischen der “Philosophie” 
und der “Nichtphilosophie” und zwischen dem “östlichen” und dem 
“westlichen” Denken:

Die Frage “Was ist Philosophie?” wird dort zur Brücke zwi-
schen unterschiedlichen Denkerfahrungen, wo gerade durch sie 
die Philosophie das zum Thema macht, wovon sie gelenkt – im 
Wittgensteinschen Sinne ‘gepeitscht’ – wird, solange sie diese Frage 
nicht stellt, wo also die Frage, was sie sei, mit dem Augenblick der 
Überwindung dessen, was sie zu sein glaubte, eins ist. Geschichtlich 
gesehen, eröffnet sich von eben dieser Denkfigur her mit Sicherheit 
auch ein Weg, der die Differenz, die sich durch die Geschlossenheit 
und Kontinuität des bei Platon entsprungenen Philosophierens 
konstruiert hat, sowohl bewahrend wie überwindend aufheben 
kann. Der antitheoretische Affekt, der etwa im buddhistischen 
Denken durch die berühmte Abweisung spekulativer Fragen durch 
seinen Stifter selbst tragend am Werk zu sein scheint, kann gerade 
als die Grundform der Thematisierung dessen gedacht werden, was 
sein praktisches Wesen nur zu entfalten mag, indem es den Schein 
erweckt, Theorie zu sein.19

Es ist dann die Aufgabe der Philosophen und ihrer Kommen
tatoren in der Philosophie, speziell die neuzeitliche und gegen-
wärtige Philosophie nicht als kulturspezifisch, sondern im Sinne 
Rolf Elberfelds als “interkulturelle Philosophie” zu betrachten.20 
Dasselbe gilt natürlich auch für die Philosophien des Altertums 
und des Mittelalters, denn selbst die Denksysteme eines Dōgens 
oder eines G. W. Leibniz’ können nicht nur als spezifisch japanisch 
oder deutsch, sondern müssen in dem Spannungsfeld, das Elberfeld 

19. Schweidler, loc. cit. 35.
20. R. Elberfeld, Nishida Kitarō (1870–1945). Moderne japanische Philosophie und die 

Frage nach der Interkulturalität. Amsterdam, Rodopi, 1999.
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das “Spannungsfeld der Interkulturalität” nennt, verstanden wer-
den. Dies kann nur geschehen, wenn, wie Liederbach es aufzeigt, 
die ideologischen Unterströmungen philosophischer Texte und ihre 
Tendenz, eine eigene Identität zu begründen und sich gegenüber 
dem Fremden abzugrenzen, erkannt wird, und, wie Elberfeld vor-
schlägt, im Spannungsfeld eines erweiterten Ich-Du-Prinzips, das 
die Komplexität der interkulturellen Begegnung in Betracht zieht, 
verstanden werden. Eine solche postorientalistische Darstellung der 
japanischen Philosophie würde es ermöglichen, nicht nur interkul-
turelle sondern auch intrakulturelle Verschiedenheiten zu erkennen 
und interkulturelle Vergleiche anzustellen. Japanische Philosophie 
ist dann nicht mehr das exotische Objekt der Neugier für das 
Andere, sondern wird zum Ansprechpartner gerade für die deutsche 
Philosophie, mit der sie, wie Elberfeld in seinem Aufsatz dokumen-
tiert hat, vor knapp 100 Jahren einen so regen, wenn auch haupt-
sächlich persönlich geprägten Austausch hatte.

Eine vielschichtige Behandlung der japanischer Traditionen 
würde hervorheben, daß es in Japan neben den vielen Variationen 
auf die Begrifflichkeit des Nichts,21 die von den verschiedenen 
Denksystemen der Kyoto-Schule vorgestellt wurden, auch eine 
Form des Marxismus, des Humanismus, des Konfuzianismus und 
des Madhyamika Buddhismus gibt. Dieser Vielschichtigkeit der 
japanischen Tradition, die das sozial-philosophische Experiment 
eines Mutai Risaku und auch die dekonstruktive Dialektik eines 
Takahashi Satomi einschließt, wird in der deutschsprachigen 
Literatur selten tiefere Beachtung geschenkt. Sie taucht wohl in den 
verschiedenen Einführungen zu den japanischen Gedankenwelten 
auf, wird aber nicht in die Grundsatzdiskussionen über den Begriff 
der japanischen Philosophie mit einbezogen. Dazu fehlt es auch an 
Übersetzungen der meisten japanischen DenkerInnen. Denn selbst 

21. J. Heisig, Philosophers of Nothingness. Honolulu, University of Hawai‘i Press, 
2001.
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wenn eine Leser eines Handbuches Interesse an der Philosophie 
eines Mutai oder des Konfuzianismus eines Ishida Baigan bekäme, 
die Tatsache, daß weder Übersetzungen ihrer Werke noch 
Kommentare in der deutschen Sprache vorhanden sind, würde die 
erste Neugier eines zum Studium der japanischen Philosophie noch 
nicht entschlossenen Novizen im Keim ersticken. Wenn nicht nur 
Studenten des Buddhismus und des interreligiösen Dialogs, son-
dern auch Studenten der Dialektik, der Philosophie des Körpers, 
des Humanismus und der Erkenntnistheorie erkennen, daß es selbst 
in Japan Beiträge zu ihrem Thema gibt, wird sich das Interesse an 
der japanischen Philosophie als philosophische Tradition vergrö-
ßern. Ein größeres Interesse an den intellektuellen Errungenschaften 
Japans würde auch philosophische Fakultäten in Deutschland ver-
anlassen, das Studium der japanischen Traditionen zu fördern, und 
Institutionen dazu bewegen, diese Projekte finanziell zu unterstüt-
zen. Die Voraussetzung dafür ist auf jeden Fall eine Darstellung und 
Selbstdarstellung der japanischen Philosophie als vielschichtig sowie 
Übersetzungen und Behandlungen von Werken, die bis jetzt außer 
in Randnotizen einer Einführung nicht erwähnt werden.

Von diesen Überlegungen können wir dann folgende praktische 
Vorschläge für eine erfolgreiche Verbreitung japanischer Philosophie 
in Deutschland ableiten. Zuerst muß ein interkultureller Raum 
geschaffen werden, indem Denker und Texte an Inhalten und nicht 
an ihrer Herkunft oder Orginalsprache gemessen werden. Da die 
Philosophie den Anspruch erhebt, universal zu sein, besteht kein 
Grund, außer einem geschichtlichen oder politischen, daß dieser 
Raum und selbst eine philosophische Methodik ausschließlich von 
einer Philosophie, die von der griechischen Philosophie inspiriert ist, 
getragen wird. 

Wie Elberfeld schon in seinem Werk über Nishida Philosophie 
als interkulturelle Philosophie ausgeführt hat, schlägt Nishida das 
ideale Modell einer solchen Begrifflichkeit der Interkulturalität vor. 
Mit anderen Worten, die Entwicklung einer solchen interkulturel-
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len Philosophie kann, wenn sie zum Beispiel in dem Werk Nishidas 
begründet liegt, ein Beitrag der japanischen Traditionen zum allge-
meinen wissenschaftlichen und intellektuellen Diskurs darstellen. 
Ebenso könnte man einen solchen Diskurs der Interkulturalität von 
der buddhistischen Tradition und ihrer Bergifflichkeit her formu-
lieren, der nicht nur einen solchen interkulturellen Raum, sondern 
vor allem auch eine Methodologie der interkulturellen Begegnung 
ermöglicht. Um ein solches Projekt verwirklichen zu können, müs-
sen internationale Foren gefördert werden, deren Thema spezifisch 
philosophische Problemstellungen und nicht ein Text oder ein 
Denker sind. Zusätzlich wird es notwendig sein, daß bei diesen 
Foren gezielt zu Beiträgen verschiedener intellektueller Traditionen 
und Denkströmungen eingeladen wird.

Genauso sind Japanaufenthalte europäischer PhilosophInnen 
notwendig, damit diese sehen, daß das japanische Denken nicht 
mit Meditation identisch ist, sondern ein “systematisches” “Expli-
kationsunternehmen” darstellt, das eine große Reihe “traditioneller” 
philosophischer Themen einschließt. Übersetzungen und Kommen-
tare nicht nur von und zu den religionsphilosophischen Texten eines 
Nishidas oder eines Nishitanis, sondern zu der ganzen Mannigfaltig-
keit japanischer Philosophie würden auch das Interesse an der japa-
nischen Philosophie erhöhen. Was zudem fehlt in der deutschen wie 
auch der japanischen Sprache sind Ausführungen einer japanischen 
Philosophie als japanische Philosophie, die nicht nur die deutsche 
Begrifflichkeit vereinnahmen und dann ablehnen, sondern ein eige-
nes Vokabular und eine eigene Fragestellung haben, welche die Phi-
losophie bereichern. Am wichtigsten wird es jedoch sein, den Wert 
japanischer Tradition nicht darin zu begründen, daß sie japanisch 
ist, sondern darin, daß sie einen unersetzlichen Beitrag zu einer 
interkulturellen Philosophie stiften kann.
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As a discipline Asian philosophy was inconceivable in 
 the age of Hegel, for whom no philosophic thought 

is to be found in the Orient.1 In today’s post-modern age, this sort of 
Eurocentrism is no more acceptable than an Asian-centered view of 
the world would be. We have come to see the sense in which “West-
ern” philosophy is highly indebted to the East, beginning with the 
contribution of Arabic thought. At the same time, we are also aware 
that philosophical thought in countries like China and Japan are not 
purely Asian but more like a collage of Chinese thought, European 
philosophy, Indian religion, and so forth. 

It should be obvious that philosophy is not something that can 
be restricted to the particular tradition beginning with Thales. It 
needs to be broad enough to include every act of philosophizing, 
of searching for wisdom—wherever it is to be found. One does not 
need to be a Westerner to philosophize.

1. Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Geschichte der Philosophie I (Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp, 1975), 138–9.
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Tetsugaku and zhexue

Although there was no word for “philosophy” in tradi-
tional Chinese or Japanese culture, philosophical thinking has long 
gone on in these countries. When Western missionaries first intro-
duced the term philosophy into Japan in the sixteenth century, it was 
a mere transliteration. During the sakoku period of the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries, intercourse with foreigners was prohib-
ited, with the exception of China and the Netherlands. As a result, 
the Netherlands was the only avenue to the Western world for the 
Japanese, as we see reflected in the discipline known as rangaku (蘭
学), literally the study of the Netherlands. This was how the Japanese 
tried to import Western knowledge, at first science and medicine, 
but eventually also the “knowledge of all knowledges” as it was 
known in the West: philosophy. 

The concept was completely novel to the Japanese and they 
struggled to find a vernacular term to represent it. Some tried to use 
Confucianism terms like rigaku (理学) or keigaku (経学) to trans-
late philosophy, but these were not satisfactory. Eventually, in 1874, 
a rangaku scholar named Nishi Amane coinced the Japanese term 
tetsugaku (哲学), combining the senses of kitetsu (希哲学) and gaku (
学). Kitetsu means the wish (ki) for wisdom (tetsu), while gaku means 
science or knowledge. Despite Nishi’s mastery of traditional Chinese 
(kanbun), his translation seems misleading in the sense that “love of 
wisdom” becomes “science of wisdom.” Nevertheless, Nishi’s term 
came into general use. His influence did not stop there. In addition 
to pioneering scientific development in Asia, Japan was also in the 
forefront of philosophical research. More than simply find a transla-
tion for the word philosohy, Nishi founded a new discipline that dif-
fered essentially from the tradition of Confucian thoughts pursued 
during the Tokugawa period. 

Under the banner of tetsugaku numerous scholars set out to 
introduce Western philosophy into Japan, among them Nishida 
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Kitarō. Unlike his predecessors who merely carried over Western phi-
losophy, Nishida pursued his own philosophical problems. A seeker 
of the true, the good, and the beautiful in the deepest sense of the 
term, Nishida is rightly regarded as Japan’s first modern philosopher,

The Meiji Restoration saw an abrupt shift from the pursuit 
of “Japanese spirit and Chinese knowledge” (和魂漢才) to one of 
“Japanese spirit and Western knowledge” (和魂洋才). Something 
similar took place in China as expressed in the political slogan 
“Chinese thought as body and Western thought as use” (中学為
体、西学為用). The influx of Western ideas made it inevitable that 
Chinese intellectuals would eventually find their way to the study of 
philosophy. And like the Japanese, they, too, were soon faced with 
the problem of having no suitable term in Chinese for philosophy. 
Rather than create their own neologism, they took over Nishi’s term, 
tetsugaku (哲学 is pronounced zhexue in Mandarin), and the practice 
continues to this day.

Although tetsugaku and zhexue appear to be merely different 
pronunciations of the same term, their cultural connotations are not 
the same. It has been suggested that tetsugaku refers to only Western 
philosophy while zhexue is broader and includes philosophical tra-
ditions from China, India, and elsewhere.2 It is interesting to note 
in this regard that most departments of philosophy in Japan restrict 
their courses to Western philosophy, whereas it is common in depart-
ments of philosophy in China or Hong Kong to include courses on 
Chinese philosophy as well, and even on the philosophical thought 
of India and Japan. 

In spite of the adoption of the Japanese term for philosophy, 
Chinese intellectuals by and large have ignored the study of Japanese 
philosophy as such. Following Max Scheler’s typology, one might 
divide Chinese intellectuals into two types, namely, those with apo-

2. H. Gene Blocker and Christopher I. Starling, Japanese Philosophy (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 2001), 4.
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statical ressentiment and those with romantic ressentiment.3 The 
former pressed for radical reform through the introduction of dem-
ocratic and scientific ideas, but their strategy towards the past was to 
reject it outright. Perhaps the best example is Lu Xun, who criticized 
traditional Chinese thinking and advocated promoting a change of 
mentality through the medium of popular literature. Like most of 
his persuasion, however, envy towards Japan’s success at modernizing 
kept from a positive appraisal of the achievements the Japanese had 
made in the field of philosophy. On the other hand, those driven by 
romantic ressentiment tried to disguise their weaknesses by drawing 
attention to China’s past glories. Typical examples of these are the 
nationalists, who refused to import new thinking, Japanese philos-
ophy included, because it posed a threat to their nostalgia for their 
own tradition of thought.

Given the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War and the Pacific 
War, the study of Japanese philosophy in Chinese-speaking regions 
throughout the first half of the twentieth century was virtually nil. 
The situation changed in the 1950s when Mainland China resumed 
an interest in the contributions of Japan to philosophical thought. In 
what follows I will outline the different areas of Japanese philosophy 
that have been studied in the Chinese-speaking regions.4

Researches on japanese philosophy  
in chinese-speaking regions

Roughly speaking, the study of Japanese philosophy in Chi-
nese-speaking regions during the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury can be classified into three groups: (1) research carried out under 
the influence of Marxism, (2) research on Japanese philosophy and 

3. Scheler, Gesammelte Werke, Bd. 3 (Bern: Francke, 1972), 57.
4. For the sake of clarity I will limit “Chinese-speaking regions” to three main ar-

eas: the People’s Republic of China (China), the Republic of China (Taiwan), and the 
Hong Kong Special Administration Region (Hong Kong).
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religion, and (3) research on Japanese philosophy and phenomen
ology.

Research carried out under the influence of Marxism

Since the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, 
Marxism has been the foundation for all philosophical studies in 
China. Thus, for example, Chinese intellectuals were obliged to 
apply Marxism—especially the materialistic dialectic and the mate-
rialistic view of history—to their study of specific philosophical 
problems as well as to the history of philosophy in general. With no 
exception, the study of Japanese philosophy fell under the shadow of 
this dogmatic approach.

On the positive side, Chinese intellectuals were aware that 
Marxism had been imported from Japan, where there were not only 
numerous translations of Marxist works but also a considerable body 
of solid research. The establishment of a group focused on education 
and research on the history of Eastern philosophy in the department 
of philosophy at the University of Beijing in 1958 marks an import-
ant milestone in the study of Japanese philosophy in China. The 
publications of the results of their work in 1963 represents the first 
reference book on Japanese philosophy in China. Entitled Japanese 
Philosophy,5 it singled out a number of Japanese philosophical works 
for translation into Chinese. 

Each of its four volumes are dedicated to a historical period of 
Japan:

Vol. 1 Ancient period. From Nara period to Muromachi period, 
on philosophical thoughts of Prince Shōtoku and monks such 
as Saichō, Kūkai, Shinran, and Dōgen

5. See the “Preface” to Japanese Philosophy 日本哲学 (Beijing: Shangwu Yinshuguan, 
1963), Vol. 2, 1–2. Unless otherwise noted, all translations of bibliographical material 
are my own and do not indicate an existing translation in English.
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Vol. 2 Tokugawa period. On the philosophical thoughts of 
Confucianism thinkers such as Fujiwara Seika, Hayashi Razan, 
Arai Hakuseki, Ogyū Sorai, and Miura Baien

Vol. 3 Meiji period. On philosophers such as Tsuda Mamichi, 
Nishi Amane, Fukuzawa Yukichi, Katō Hiroyuki, Inoue 
Tetsujirō, and Nakae Chōmin

Vol. 4 Taishō and Shōwa periods. Philosophers in this period are fur-
ther divided into 2 sub-groups: 

1.	Marxism philosophers such as Katayama Sen, Sakai Toshihiko, 
Kawakami Hajime, Miki Kiyoshi, Tosaka Jun, and Nagata Hiro-
shi

2.	Idealists, democratic thinkers and Fascists such as Nishida 
Kitarō, Tanabe Hajime, Kuwaki Gen’yoku, Yoshino Sakuzō, Kita 
Ikki, Ōkawa Shūmei, Kōsaka Masaaki, and Kōyama Iwao

Already from the first, one notices the prejudice built into the 
classification of philosophers in Vol. 4. On the one hand, the impor-
tance of Marxism in Japanese philosophy is overstated; on the other, 
influential philosophers like Nishida and Tanabe are erroneously 
listed as nationalists, fascists or even class-A war criminals. 

At the same time, there is clear agreement among Chinese schol-
ars that there was philosophy in Japan since ancient times, an obvi-
ous rejection of of Nakae Chōmin’s assertion that “there was no phi-
losophy in Japan.”6 The reason for their position is all too obvious: 
the majority of Chinese intellectuals at the time were influenced by 
the materialistic view of history, which suggests that all culture has 
a distinctive philosophy embedded in its history of social conflicts. 
Japanese philosophy is therefore a perfect example of the materialis-
tic viewpoint of history: it began from a naïve naturalism, evolved 
into a form of feudalism, reached its crisis in capitalism, and will 
finally flower into an ideal world of communism. 

6. Nakae Chōmin, Ichinen yūhan 一年有半, in Nakae Chōmin zenshū 中江兆民全集, 
(Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1983–1986), Vol. 10, 155.
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Today this kind of historical teleology is, of course, regarded as 
a metarécit and lacks all creditability. But at the time many Chinese 
scholars subscribed to just this sort of teleological narrative. We 
should, however, note that this way of reading Japanese philosophy 
was strongly influenced by the Japanese Marxist Nagata Hiroshi, the 
author of Nihon tetsugaku shisōshi. That said, there is a major mis-
understanding in the Chinese translation of this work, the term ide-
alism (観念論) in the original text having been incorrectly rendered 
as spiritualism (唯心主義) (Nagata 1983, 5) It seems that Chinese 
researchers at the time were accustomed to divide all philosophical 
thinking into two types: spiritualism and materialism (唯物主義). 
Not surprisingly, the reasons for the labels are far from purely aca-
demic. In any case, it was standard practice for Chinese scholars to 
classify Japanese philosophy as belonging to one of two opposing 
ideologies:

Spiritualistic Japanese philosophy, represented by philosophers 
such as Nishida Kitarō, Tanabe Hajime, and Watsuji Tetsurō

Materialistic Japanese philosophy, represented by philosophers 
such as Nishi Amane and Nagata Hiroshi

This categorical scheme can be found in other introductory 
works of Japanese philosophy, for example in Liu Ji-chen’s Nishida’s 
Philosophy (1963), the first work on Nishida’s thought in China. I 
would also mention in this regard the name of Zhu Qian-zhi, one 
of the editors of Japanese Philosophy, and the author of Japanese shu-
shigaku (1958), Japanese kogaku and Yōmeigaku (1962), and History of 
Japanese Philosophy (1964). From a Marxist point of view, Zhu claims 
that Nishida’s philosophy is a “Japanese style capitalist philosophy,” 
that it “is the representation of modern Japanese spiritualistic philos-
ophy,” and that “the construction of Nishida’s philosophy amounts 
to a declaration of the establishment of Japanese capitalistic philos-
ophy” (Zhu 2002, 316). Zhu also describes Nishida’s philosophy as 
“the most radical subjective spiritualism, the most ridiculous prayer 
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of a believer.… His later thinking reflects the fascist situation in 
Japan.” (Zhu 2002, 319) From the position of materialistic view of 
history, Zhu thus arrived at the following conclusion:

Nishida’s philosophy follows the development of the monopolization 
of capitalism in Japan. Later it becomes more and more reactionary. 
The emperor system is based on the unification of the Emperor, the 
imperial hourehold, the military, the bureaucrats, the nobility, par-
asitic landlords, and monopoly capitalists. Nishida’s is a philosophy 
that defends this emperor system. (Zhu 2002, 342) 

Zhu was hardly a sympathetic reader of Nishida’s writings and 
left no doubt of his reservations about the potential of Nishida’s 
“capitalistic philosophy.” In particular, he saw Nishida as a bourgeois 
philosopher and supporter of the Pacific War, all of which stained 
the philosophical significance of his thought. Regarding Tanabe 
Hajime, Zhu see him as “the second representative of Japanese spir-
itualistic philosophy. Like Nishida, he develops his own philosoph-
ical system by incorporating the idioms of German capitalistic phi-
losophy” (Zhu 2002, 342). 

Zhu was a pioneer and one of the most respected scholars to 
introduce Japanese philosophy into China, but his interpretations 
are too one-sided and open to misunderstanding. In a word, Zhu 
is dissatisfied with the thought of Nishida and Tanabe because they 
are “capitalistic philosophers” and hence enemies of the communist 
world. Behind this judgment lies the more fundamental assignation 
of all of Japanese philosophy as either spiritualism or materialism. 
Unfortunately, many scholars took over Zhu’s stereotypes in their 
reading of Japanese philosophy.

A few years after the publication of Zhu’s work, the Cultural 
Revolution (1966–1976) took place in China. These were dark and 
tragic years during which not only Japanese philosophy but most 
philosophical research in China was interrupted. Philosophy became 
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the study of the writings of Mao Ze-dong or other Marxist philoso-
phers singled out personally by Mao. 

When the Cultural Revolution ended, the study of Japanese 
philosophy began afresh, but the influence of Marxism, Leninism, 
Stalinism or even Maoism was still in evidence. The Textbook on the 
History of Japanese Philosophy is a good example. The preface states 
that the study of Japanese philosophy needs to focus on “the history 
of the origins and development of spiritualism and materialism and 
the conflicts between the two, as well as the history of dialectics and 
metaphysics in Japan.” From such a standpoint, Nishida’s philoso-
phy once again comes in for criticism as a Japanese-style spiritualis-
tic philosophy, a product of the “capitalistic period of the history of 
Japan (1868–1945)” (Wang 1989, 3–4).

I would also mention the introductory works of Bian Chong-
dao, one of the editors of the Textbook on the History of Japanese Phi-
losophy. Bian studied Japanese philosophy in Japan and is a prolific 
writer and editor of numerous works on Japanese philosophy. Like 
Zhu, his interpretations subbumb to the stereotypical division of the 
history of thought into spiritualism and materialism. This is clear 
in the preface of his Introduction to Postwar Japanese Philosophical 
Thought, where he writes:

From the Taishō to the early Shōwa period, Japanese spiritualistic 
philosophy, whose representative figure is Nishida Kitarō, became 
the dominant trend.… Throughout the development of modern Jap-
anese philosophy, spiritualism was the always at the forefront. This 
is because modern Japanese thinking has its roots in the importation 
from abroad of positivism and German spiritualism, and is further 
bolstered by the fact that the reestablishment of the nation after the 
Meiji revolution has been dictated by wealthy landlords and capital-
ists. It only stands to reason that spiritualism would become the ide-
ology of the ruling powers and that government would follow suit in 
promoting spiritualistic philosophy. The traits of such a philosophy 
reflects the social status of the autocracy and the aggressive pursuit 
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of expansion abroad by the Japanese emperor. (Bian and Katō 1996, 
21) 

Similar interpretations can be found in other recent works 
on Japanese philosophy. For example, in the preface of Critical 
Biographies of Famous Eastern Philosophers, Wang Shou-hua states 
that “after the Meiji revolution, Western philosophy was imported 
to Japan in accord with the needs of Japan’s capitalistic system” 
(Wang 2000, 59). Clearly the materialistic view of history posed an 
obstacle for the Chinese intellectual when it came to understanding 
the contributions of Japanese philosophy.

Today students of Japanese philosophy in China are less influ-
enced by Marxist ideology, but Marxist-oriented thought from Japan 
continues to hold interest. Philosophers such as Hiromatsu Wataru, 
Funayama Shin’ichi, Takeuchi Yoshitomo, and Takeuchi Yoshirō are 
still read and discussed in China (Bian 1992). 

Research on Japanese philosophy and religion

As clearly distinct as philosophy and religion are as academic dis-
ciplines, they remain closely related to each other. In Western 
Christianity, philosophy was long seen as the handmaiden of theol-
ogy, while in China “ Chinese philosophy” owed an immense debt 
to Confucianism and Taoism as well as to Buddhism. The close ties 
of philosophy to religion are particularly evident in Japan, where 
philosophical thinking has been influenced not only by Shintoism 
and Japanese Zen, but also by Chinese Ch’an, Confucianism, and 
Taoism, as well as by Western Christianity and Indian Buddhism.

If the position of Japanese philosophy in the philosophical circles 
of the Chinese-speaking world is somewhat marginal, the attention 
it receives by students of Japanese religion is greater by comparison. 
Even those Japanese philosophers whose thought has been criticized 
as “capitalistic” are still admired as philosophers of religion and their 
works discussed in detail. Thus in his History of Japanese Philosophy 
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Zhu dismisses Nishida’s philosophy as a form of irrationalism, but 
not without noting that there are three levels to be distinguished in 
it: “first, it is a religious philosophy; second, it is an ‘Eastern style’ 
religious philosophy; and third, it is a religious philosophy based on 
the theory of ‘nothingness’” (Zhu 2002, 320). 

Zhu’s position is not without ground. He is one of the first 
Chinese scholars to have studied Nishida’s last essay, “The Logic 
of Basho and a Religious Worldview.” He may have gone too far in 
claiming that Nishida’s philosophy is too religious ever to become a 
“scientific philosophy” (Zhu 2002, 324), but there is no denying his 
pioneering efforts to come to grips with the relationship between 
Japanese philosophy and religion.

In their study of Japanese philosophy and religion, not a few 
Chinese researchers have gone beyond properly philosophical texts 
to familiarize themselves with the thought of Zen Buddhism. This 
has led to a particular interest in the writings of the thinkers of the 
Kyoto School, one of Japan’s most important philosophical move-
ments. One of the first to study the Kyoto School has been Ng 
Yu-kwan, who studied Buddhist philosophy at Kyoto University and 
at the University of Hamburg, and later offered courses on Kyoto 
School philosophy at Hong Kong Buddhist College. Taking up one 
of the key notions of the Kyoto School thinkers, that of absolute 
nothingness, Ng has focused on the varieties of meaning this idea 
has among different members of the school. 

In his Philosophy of Absolute Nothingness, Ng claims:

Obviously, the members of Kyoto School emphasize the absolute 
nothingness, and refine it as an ultimate concept of idea. It is based 
on Buddhism, especially Zen Buddhism. (Ng 1998a, vii)

Absolute nothingness is one of the most important concepts in the 
philosophy of Nishida, the founder of Kyoto School (or, as he also 
refers to it, the “Nishida School,” Ng 1998a, 1). As for membership 
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of the School, Ng lists seven thinkers and divides them into three 
generations: 

First generation: Nishida Kitarō, Tanabe Hajime
Second generation: Hisamatsu Shin’ichi, Nishitani Keiji
Third generation: Takeuchi Yoshinori, Abe Masao, Ueda Shizuteru 

(Ng 1998a, v)

Ng’s understanding of the Kyoto School is based on the way abso-
lute nothingness is understood by these thinkers. The identification 
of the members is itself a matter of some controversy. Ng has clearly 
consulted the works of Fritz Buri, Frederick Franck, Ōhashi Ryō-
suke, and James Heisig, among others, but when it comes to decid-
ing who qualifies as a thinkers of the School, he basically follows Abe 
Masao’s view. In fact, Ng’s interpretations of Kyoto School thought 
are strongly influenced by Abe, who reads it in the context of Bud-
dhist philosophy. Needless to say, Ng is also familiar with the writ-
ings of Abe’s teacher, Hisamatsu Shin’ichi, as evidence in his first 
work on the Kyoto School which is devoted to Hisamatsu, whom 
he calls “the most comprehensive thinker” in the Kyoto School (Ng 
1995, 2).

It is not my intention to enter into the debate over who the 
members of the Kyoto School are or who might be its “most com-
prehensive thinker.” Instead I would like to focus on Ng’s merit for 
having introduced the School to the Chinese-speaking world. In this 
connection, one of Ng’s most important contributions is his clear 
explanation of the relationship between the philosophy of Kyoto 
School and Zen Buddhism. Although the members of Kyoto School 
take difference approaches to the idea of absolute nothingness, they 
share in common the view that absolute nothingness is not only 
the ultimate ground of all beings but also religion’s ultimate reality. 
Ng’s grasp of the ultimate concerns of the philosophers of the Kyoto 
School has influenced a number of students of Japanese philoso-
phy, among them Lam Wing-keung, who studied first with Ng and 
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later moved to Kyoto University to work under Fujita Masakatsu on 
the philosophy of Kyoto School in general and its impact in South 
Korea.

Although many scholars have shown the connections between 
the Kyoto School thinkers and Buddhist philosophy, this is by no 
means the whole picture. True, Nishida practiced zazen and was 
directed in the study of the Zen kōan, but he was also interested in 
the Christian notions of God and agap†. He did not put himself into 
the position of having to decide on one religion to the exclusion of 
others. After all, he was neither a Zen monk nor a Christian priest, 
but a professor of philosophy. He himself did not deny the affinities 
of his thought to Zen Buddhism but strongly resisted the confusion 
of his philosophy with Zen.7 

Buddhist is not the only religious tradition to influence mod-
ern Japanese philosophical thought. Most Meiji and Taishō philos-
ophers, it may be noted, had a solid knowledge of Confucian and 
Taoist texts,8 and this has piqued the interest of young scholars. Wu 
Guang-hui studied philosophy in Kyoto University and is pursu-
ing the relationship between Nishida’s philosophy and Yōmeigaku, 
a Confucian philosophy of historical importance in Japan. Xu Shui-
sheng has written a dissertation on the relationship between Nishida, 
Confucianism, and Taoism. Mention may also be made of a large-
scale research project on Tokugawa Confucianism spearheaded by 
Huang Chun-chieh, professor of intellectual history at National 
Taiwan University, and including comparative research on Chinese 
and Japanese Confucianism.

As was the case with Heidegger, the thinkers of the Kyoto School 
were not only devoted to purely philosophical pursuits but also 

7. Nishida, Nishida Kitarō zenshū 西田幾多郎全集 (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1987–
1989), Vol. 19, 224–5. To be abbreviated hereafter as nkz, followed by volume number 
and page number.

8. For example, Nishida uses the Taoist notion of “the butcher’s knife” when dis-
cussing his philosophical concept of acting intuition (nkz 10: 355).
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became entangled in the political events of the day, all of which has 
left behind numerous questions about their role in justifying Japan’s 
wartime aggressions.9 As Lin Chen-kuo, chair of the department of 
philosophy at National Chengchi University, has noted, these ques-
tions have to be considered in tandem with the philosophical issue of 
overcoming modernity, and argues that bridges can be built between 
the Kyoto School and Neo-Confucianism in order to deepen the 
Sino-Japanese philosophical dialogue. Unlike many Chinese scholars 
take it for granted that the Kyoto School is related at its core to Bud-
dhism, Lin rejects this as too limited a basis for dialogue between 
Japanese philosophy and religion.

Japanese philosophy and phenomenological studies

Apart from the Kyoto School, Japanese philosophy is also associated 
in recent years with phenomenology. There is an entry on “Nishida” 
in the Encyclopedia of Phenomenology,10 reflecting the fact that he 
was one of the first to speak of the phenomenological movement in 
Japan. Some even consider Nishida’s philosophy the origin of the 
Japanese phenomenological movement, given that in his day he 
studied the works of thinkers like Husserl, Scheler, and Heidegger.11

Whatever historians of the phenomenological movement may 
think in this regard, he himself never thought of his own philoso-
phy in those terms. Unlike other Japanese philosophers like Kuki 
Shūzō and Takahashi Satomi who studied phenomenology in 
Europe under the directions of phenomenologists such as Husserl 
or Heidegger, Nishida has never been involved directly in the phe-
nomenological movement. It would even appear that he had failed 

9. On the relationship between Kyoto School and nationalism, see J. W. Heisig and 
John Maraldo, eds., Rude Awakenings (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 1995).

10. See Lester Embree, ed., Encyclopedia of Phenomenology (Dordrecht: Kluwer Ac-
ademic Publishers, 1997), 494.

11. In Nishida’s diary, it is written that he began to read Husserl around Meiji 44 
(1911). See nkz 17: 401.
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properly to distinguish phenomenology from other philosophy 
schools. For example, in his essay “Epistemological Assertions of the 
Pure Logic School” (1911), regarded as the first work on phenome-
nology in Japan, Nishida referred to Husserl as a Neo-Kantianism 
along with Hermann Cohen and Heinrich Rickert.12 Elsewhere, in a 
lecture titled “Idealistic Philosophy Today” (1917), he placed Husserl 
in “Brentano’s school.”13 

More important, however, are the fundamental differences 
between Nishida’s approach and Husserl’s phenomenology. The 
most obvious of these are Nishida’s notions of noesis and noema. 
While they often appear as paired concepts in his writings, his phi-
losophy did not develop into a transcendental phenomenology. 
Without wishing to jump to the conclusion that Nishida had mis-
understood Husserl’s phenomenology, it is no exaggeration to say 
that Nishida had failed to see the potential of the phenomenological 
movement.

It is surprising to see how many themes—like body, life, and 
world—phenomenology and Japanese philosophy have in common. 
In the Chinese-speaking world, research on Japanese philosophy and 
phenomenology is a relatively recent development. Nishida’s phe-
nomenology is receiving more and more attention in China due to 
the efforts of Nitta Yoshihiro, the leading figure in the “Society for 
Sino-Japanese Philosophy” (中日哲学交流会). At the Society’s inau-
gural symposium held in Beijing in 1994, Nitta delivered a talk on 
“Phenomenology and Nishida’s Philosophy” (Bian 1997, 334) in 
which he suggested a new approach to the study of Nishida’s philos-
ophy. Since that time Nitta has continued to pursue the relationship 
between Japanese philosophy and phenomenology in his academic 
writing. Similar efforts have been made by other Japanese scholars 
such as Tatematsu Hirotaka, Noé Keiichi, and Tani Tōru. The trans-

12. nkz 1: 222.
13. nkz 14: 59–60.
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lation and publication of these papers has given Chinese scholars a 
valuable resource for their study of Japanese phenomenology. 

Of particular interest to the Chinese-speaking regions is Nitta’s 
basic position that interpretations of Nishida’s philosophy have been 
too strongly biased in the direction of religious philosophy, exclips-
ing the other possibilities that his thinking opens up.14 For exam-
ple, Nishida’s notion of pure experience does not follow empiricist’s 
notion of experience but rather questions the fundamental ground 
of seeing, hearing, touching, and so forth. Nishida argues that pure 
experience refers to a prereflective state prior to the constitution of 
subject and object.15 This is consistent with the phenomenological 
approach of bracketing the “subject-object” way of seeing the world 
(epoché). 

In this connection I would mention the research of a Taiwanese 
scholar, Huang Wen-hong. After completing doctoral studies at 
the University of Freiburg, Huang published a series of papers on 
Husserl and Nishida. Also worth of note are the phenomenological 
researches of Lai Shen-chon, a scholar of Buddhist philosophy who 
did higher studies at the University of Munich. Lai has also pub-
lished on phenomenology and Kyoto School philosophy.16

Despite the presence of certain phenomenological elements 
in Nishida’s philosophy, there are those who argue that his phi-
losophy is not phenomenological. Writing in the Encyclopedia of 
Phenomenology, Ogawa Tadashi argues that “Nishida’s philoso-
phy is ultimately not phenomenological but dialectical.”17 It seems 

14. Nitta Yoshihiro, 現代の問いとしての西田哲学 [Nishida philosophy as a question 
for today] (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1998), v.

15. nkz 1: 9.
16. Lai recently presented a paper on “Heidegger and Zen: Related Questions in the 

Kyoto School, in Particular Nishitani’s Discussion on Nihilism” at a symposium on 
“Phenomenology and Buddhist Philosophy” held at the Chinese University of Hong 
Kong, 2004.

17. See Ogawa Tadashi’s comments in Encyclopedia of Phenomenology (Dordrecht: 
Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1997), 494.
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to me, however, that even if we grant a strong dialectical ingredi-
ent to Nishida’s philosophy, this is not sufficient cause to ignore its 
phenomenological elements and the new directions they suggest. 
Nishida may never have been involved directly in the phenomeno-
logical movement or used the word phenomenology to refer to his 
thought, but this does not preclude the possibility of detecting affin-
ities with phenomenological thought in his writing. 

The discussion is far from over, but I conclude my remarks here 
with the suggestion that affixing the label of “Japanese phenome-
nologist” to Nishida is counterproductive. Indeed seems little reason 
to prefix any nationality to phenomenological thought. It is not a 
national, cultural, or language-based movement in the way, say, Ger-
man idealism was. It makes no more sense of speak of a Japanese 
phenomenology than it does to speak of an American or a German 
one. Merleau-Ponty is French and is a phenomenologist, but put-
ting the two together adds nothing of philosophical importance to 
the word phenomenologist. In the end phenomenology is not to be 
understood as a closed school but as an open movement.18 

One may claim that Japanese philosophy and phenomenol-
ogy have as a common point of departure the maxim, “Back to the 
things themselves!”, but this is neither exclusively phenomenological 
nor exclusively Japanese. As Max Scheler has said, “one really should 
no longer use the word ‘phenomenology.’ After all, it does nothing 
but what philosophy has always done.”19 The important thing is that 
the study of Japanese phenomenology gives us a new standpoint 

18. As is suggested by Herbert Spiegelberg, the writer of The Phenomenological Mo-
vement, phenomenology should be regarded as a “moving” philosophy, in contrast to 
a “stationary” philosophy that is determined by its intrinsic principles. He argues that 
phenomenology is like a river, in which “it comprises several parallel currents, which 
are related but by no means homogeneous, and may move at different speeds.” More 
importantly, “they have a common point of departure, but need not have a definite 
and predictable joint destination.” See Spielgelberg, The Phenomenological Movement 
(Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1982), 1–2.

19. Quoted by Spiegelberg, The Phenomenological Movement, 303.
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from which to Japanese philosophy without having to subscribe to 
the presuppositions of a dogmatic school or a religion background.

Conclusion

The foregoing is not meant to give the impression that 
there are only three types of researches being conducted on Japanese 
philosophy in the Chinese-speaking regions of the world, nor even 
that the scholars named in the course of this paper can be classified 
as belonging to only one of them. The wide range of topics being 
pursued by Chinese-speaking philosophers relative to Japanese phi-
losophy argue against so simple an account of the present situation. 
As more and more Chinese scholars come to Japan to study Japanese 
philosophy, and as more and more of their Japanese counterparts 
scholars make efforts to introduce Japanese thought into Chinese-
speaking regions, the traffic across the bridges cast by some of the 
pioneers mentioned here is bound to increase and to stimular deeper 
understanding.

Improvements in the quality of research on Japanese philosophy 
will obviously require more academic exchange and collaboration 
among Chinese and Japanese scholars. The joint research project of 
“pursuing of symbiotic thinking,” involving Bian Chong-dao, Ozeki 
Shūji, Yoshida Masatoshi, and others, is worthy of note in this regard, 
as is the international symposium, co-sponsored by the department 
of the history of Japanese philosophy in Kyoto University and the 
research institute of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, under 
the title “The Meaning of Modern Japanese Philosophy in East Asia.”

No less important is increasing the number of Chinese read-
ers with direct access to the original texts of Japanese philosophy. 
Although Chinese characters are used in Japanese language, schol-
ars who lack the facility of modern Japanese remain handicapped in 
their study of Japanese philosophy and have no choice but to rely 
on the disappointingly meagre body of materials translated into 
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Chinese. The only available translation of Nishida’s work is his first 
book, Zen no kenkyū, published in Chinese in 1965. Despite the 
branding of Nishida as a “Japanese spiritualist” in the preface, the 
translation is reasonably accurate and smooth. Not only are there 
no translations of his mature works, but the texts of other twenti-
eth-century Japanese thinkers like Watsuji, Kuki, and Miki have yet 
to be made available in Chinese.

As for the availability of secondary literature on Japanese phi-
losophy, I would mention the Chinese edition of Gino Piovesa-
na’s Contemporary Japanese Philosophical Thought as well as Bian 
Chong-dao and Liu Wen-zhu’s translation of Nakamura Yūjirō’s 
Nishida Kitarō. The translation of philosophical works is never an 
easy task, but the fact that the more than thirty volumes of the Gen-
dai shisō no bōkenshatachi series published by Kōdansha have been 
issued in Chinese between 2001 and 2002 is a promising sign. We 
can only hope that more works will follow in the near future so that 
the riches of Japanese philosophy can reach a still wider audience.
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Defining Philosophy in the Making

John C. Maraldo

What is philosophy? The question seems to ask for 
a definition that one could write in a dictionary. 

Such a definition would describe philosophy as distinct from other 
things, would state what makes it what it is, would specify its what-
ness, its quiddity. It would determine this essence by distinguishing 
the essential features of philosophy from the accidental, contingent, 
or alterable characteristics that may accompany the appearance of 
philosophy wherever and however it has appeared. The definition 
would identify an unchangeable core, without which any of its 
appearances would not really be philosophy. We might find such an 
essence in the origins of philosophy, in the ancient Greek distinction 
between mythos and logos, the practice of reasoned words, and the 
search for unifying reasons and underlying principles. Philosophy’s 
true beginning, then, would be an arche or principle that articulates 
a necessary, logical origin and not merely a historical one. Philos-
ophy’s definition would then be necessary and universal, not paro-
chial or timebound.

To define the essence we might also look directly at the word, 
philosophia: love of wisdom, of course—but in practice a love sprung 
from a sense of wonder or astonishment (Greek: thaumazein), and so 
love that is more a yearning eros than a settled philia, and a wisdom 
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that is more a relentless quest than a standing awe. The quest as we 
see it in Parmenides originated when philosophy separated from its 
mother mythos, heard her voice, the voice of the gods, as distinct 
from its own, and begin to question the sayings of the gods. Phi-
losophy developed a voice, a logos, so deep and yet so overarching 
that it was soon able to speak for all other voices and account for all 
matters spoken about, able to give more shallow or limited accounts 
their proper place and name, mythology, for example. Philosophy’s 
accounting became categorizing, determining not only the differ-
ent parts of the one world but the different manners in which those 
parts are apprehended.

After philosophy gave birth to the sciences and they began to 
take on an identity of their own, vying with philosophy, philosophy 
called itself their queen mother. This overarching science, to be sure, 
had been hydraheaded all along, its voice sometimes a chorus and 
sometimes a discord, thriving on dialogue and debate and the kind 
of questioning that marked its earliest years, issuing eventually in 
multiple identity crises and doubts about its foundations, its pedi-
gree, and its difference. For all its inner discord, however, philoso-
phy has never ceased in self-questioning. In the last hundred years 
philosophy’s quest to know itself is as much a mark of what it is 
as anything else. In a course called “Introduction to Philosophy,” I 
routinely “define” philosophy for beginning students as the critical 
exploration of deeply perplexing questions. One of those questions 
is its very definition.

This entire reflection, of course, tells us little if anything about 
what exactly philosophy is. It hardly gives us a definitive statement, 
although it suggest some qualities often taken to delimit philosophy 
from other human endeavors: critical, fundamental, logical, system-
atic. More importantly, our reflection indicates just how distinctively 
Greek and “philosophical” is the very quest for a definition of phi-
losophy. Essence versus accidents, underlying reasons versus capri-
cious causes, origins and arche versus offspring and appearances, the 
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name philosophy versus the various ologies, categories versus chaotic 
arrangements; persistent questioning, discursive dialogue, and dis-
putations about difference and identity—are all expressions specifi-
cally if not exclusively of a GreecoEuropean heritage.

We cannot escape this hermeneutical circle of defining philoso-
phy, a Greek term treated in a Greek way. We can, however, employ 
the habit of questioning to seek other ways to determine the purview 
of philosophy. If the quest for a lexical or generic definition of phi-
losophy is circular, and remains within the confines of a Greek ori-
gin, we need not stay within those confines. Indeed we cannot, if we 
are to understand the need today to reconsider defining philosophy.

Defining philosophy as delimiting it  
or as developing it

Not only we here, but many philosophers today undertake 
endeavors to define philosophy anew in a dual, sometimes dueling 
context of competition and reconciliation. Recent attempts to define 
philosophy bear this out. These attempts fall into two groups: intra-
cultural, that is, within the Greek-European tradition; and inter-cul-
tural, in cognizance of the intellectual achievements of other tradi-
tions and either accepting or rejecting their inclusion under the title 
philosophy. The resulting definitions similarly fall into two types: 
those that would delimit philosophy, set its boundaries in opposition 
to other disciplines and endeavors, and those that would expand the 
range of philosophy and allow it to develop.

One particularly interesting polemic that counters the move-
ment to extend philosophy beyond its Occidental heritage is the 
2002 work, But Not Philosophy: Seven Introductions to Non-Western 
Thought, by George Anastaplo. This book is polemical in the sense 
that its premise, stated in its very title, is never argued. The author 
himself makes no explicit attempt to justify his twofold judgment 
that philosophy belongs exclusively to the west as an unparalleled 
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quest for the true nature of things. Nor does he himself offer a defi-
nition of philosophy. Late in the book he does approvingly cite Leo 
Strauss’ statement:

Philosophy in the strict and classical sense is the quest for the eternal 
order or for the eternal cause or causes of all things. It presupposes 
then that there is an eternal and unchangeable order within which 
History takes place and which is not in any way affected by History.1

Instead of argumentation what Anastaplo offers is supporting 
statements of opinion by commentators on his work. In his Pref-
ace he lets the political scientist Larry Arnhart speak for him. Arn-
hart reconstructs Anastaplo’s view that the “European tradition that 
began in ancient Greece is superior to other traditions of thought” 
because of its discovery of nature and the rational way of inquiry, as 
opposed to an appeal to the authority of ancestral beliefs. Philoso-
phy as a uniquely Greco-European method, inquiry for its own sake, 
was able to discover the unchangeable order of nature and thus to 
develop the natural sciences. “Since nature is universal, there are inti-
mations of nature in every tradition of human thought, but only those 
traditions influenced by Greece show a fully explicit self-conscious 
awareness of nature as distinguished from custom or convention.”2 
In the book’s Foreword, John Van Doren writes that “We in the west 

1. Leo Strauss, Jewish Philosophy and the Crisis of Modernity, 471; cited in George 
Anastaplo, But Not Philosophy: Seven Introductions to Non-Western Thought (Lanham, 
Boulder, New York and Oxford: Lexington Books, 2002), 287. It is not clear 
that Anastaplo would himself include Jewish thought in the western philosophical 
tradition of Greek origin. As non-western non-philosophy he explicitly includes 
Mesopotamian thought (using the Gilgamesh Epic as an example). The other six 
non-philosophical traditions presented are “Ancient” African (including Egyptian) 
Thought, Hindu Thought (the Bhagavad Gita), Confucian Thought (the Analects), 
Buddhist Thought, Islamic Thought (the Koran), and North American Indian 
Thought.

2. Arnhart’s statements that represent Anastaplo’s views are cited on xvi–xvii. 
Italics are the author’s.
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are reasoners….”3 Anastaplo understands his project as expanding 
western education and appreciating other traditions, but his com-
mitment to the delimitation of philosophy is clear. He speaks of the 
“challenge posed to those of us who look beyond the traditions and 
the texts familiar to the west” and then adds, “Much of the looking 
in this collection is with a view to illuminating what philosophy is 
and is not.”4

Anastaplo’s work may be seen the light of the greater project of 
University of Chicago scholars who compiled The Great Books of the 
Western World and produced the annual volumes, The Great Ideas 
Today. It supplements the agenda, pressed most strongly by Allan 
Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind, to counter the expan-
sion of the general education curriculum at American universities 
beyond western classics. Apart from that agenda, however, Anasta-
plo’s book suggests important questions and themes for our project 
to identify and compile Japanese philosophy. Do we find in Japanese 
traditions evidence of inquiry pursued for its own sake, or hints of 
such a basis for theoretical science? Is there an explicit, consciously 
formed notion of nature as opposed to human convention? Are these 
features necessary conditions of philosophy proper, philosophy as 
it is traditionally delimited? It would seem to me that the alterna-
tives—inquiry for the sake of spiritual transformation, for example, 
or theory necessarily informed by practice, or human cultivation as 
part of nature—are not only instructive but perhaps constitutive of a 
more developed definition of philosophy.

We have reviewed the historical bounds and the current context 
of defining philosophy, and have said why today we are called to 
define it once again; but we have not yet said clearly what we expect 
to accomplish. Every questioning, beside its motivation, has three 
components: its presuppositions, its objective, and the resources that 

3. Forward by John Van Doren to Anastaplo, xiii.
4. Preface, xvii.
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might offer an answer. The question of what might count as Japanese 
philosophy presupposes that philosophy, whatever it has been, can 
be seen in a comparative light. The question asks for the proper pur-
view of philosophy, and we look for an answer in the texts of Japanese 
traditions in comparison and contrast with discourse that already 
counts as philosophical. The circle of having to anticipate what one 
will find teaches us that we cannot simply apply a set of foreign cri-
teria to the resources that might hold the answer. Rather we must let 
the texts themselves, in dialogue with questioning readers, suggest 
the criteria. This is to say, strongly and clearly, that philosophy is 
not finished but is still in the making. The project to define and to 
collect philosophy in Japan, I think, must proceed from what has 
been made—both the texts recognized worldwide as philosophical 
and the texts in question—to the continual making of philosophy in 
the world today, from the created to the creating as Nishida would 
say. An attempt to define philosophy in the making cannot issue in a 
single statement of what philosophy is. It can, however, point a way 
to allow what philosophy has been to develop further.

The debate about “philosophy” in meiji japan

We are not the first to grapple with the problem of defin-
ing philosophy in Japan. In fact, this problem is as old as use of the 
term itself in that country. Both the term philosophy and the con-
cept behind it were first introduced in Japan in the late 1860s as part 
of the vast cultural heritage of the west entering the country as the 
late-Tokugawa and early-Meiji governments re-opened Japan to the 
world.5 The nature and novelty of this concept evoked a good deal of 
perplexity and even consternation. Indeed, if as the Greeks suggested 

5. We should note, however, that in the early 1800s the samurai scholar 
Takano Nagahide (d. 1844) authored an outline of western philosophy. Takano had 
risked his career to study the west. See Kuwaki Gen’yoku, Meiji no tetsugaku 
(Tokyo, 1943), 10–12.
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perplexity itself counts as an origin of philosophical thinking, then 
the perplexity over the meaning and scope of that concept can be 
said to originate philosophy in Japan. Whether or not philosophy was 
a discipline restricted to European traditions or might be applied to 
traditional Japanese and Asian thinking was a subject of an intense if 
scattered debate. 

A review of that debate will prove instructive for us as we 
attempt to define philosophy a century and a half later. We shall pay 
particular attention to the meaning and the scope (the intension and 
extension) of philosophy for early Meiji writers.

First definitions: Nishi Amane

As is widely known, it was Nishi Amane 西 周 (1829–1897) who intro-
duced the term philosophia and then after several tries in the early 
1870s established its translation as tetsugaku 哲学.6 Making attempts 
at translation came to be a defining feature of the early introduction 
of (western) philosophy into Japan. Do Nishi’s attempts indicate 
that for him there was some counterpart to the western discipline at 
least in Chinese traditions, or some Chinese-based way to conceive 
this discipline? After all, instead of rendering the term in Chinese 
characters, he could have left it untranslated as ヒロソヒ. We have a 
tentative answer in his own words: “In our country there is nothing 
that deserves to be called philosophy; China too does not equal the 
west in this regard.”7

Nishi’s models of philosophy were the scientistic positivism of 
Auguste Comte and the inductive logic and utilitarianism of John 
Stuart Mill, the schools he had been exposed to in his studies in Hol-

6. For a summary of Nishi’s translation attempts, see my article “Contemporary 
Japanese Philosophy,” in the Companion Encyclopedia of Asian Philosophy, ed. by Brian 
Carr and Indira Mahalingam (London and New York: Routledge, 1997), 811–12.

7. Hyakugaku renkan, in Nishi Amane zenshū, ed. by Ōkubo Toshiaki (Tokyo, 
1945), 181; cited in Thomas Havens, Nishi Amane and Modern Japanese Thought 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970), 108–9.
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land in 1862 and 1863. Both represented a kind of logical, system-
atic knowledge that Nishi saw as largely absent in Japanese tradition. 
One of the very first attempts to inform Japanese intellectuals of the 
new discipline of philosophy is Nishi’s work 生成發蘊, composed 
between 1871 and 1873.8 While most of this work does no more than 
elaborate Comte’s positivism, it does also suggest that the Japanese 
(and Chinese) have forgotten ways such as the inductive method of 
J. S. Mill but can relearn them from western philosophy. The west, 
on the other hand, has succumbed to “objective contemplation” (his 
own gloss of 彼観) and can relearn what it has forgotten: what we 
need to know first is ourselves, our soul or 性理. Philosophy should 
return to “subjective contemplation” or 此観 and begin with 性理学 
(earlier, in 1862, 性理の学 referred to ヒロソヒ之学, the study of phi-
losophy).

It is the style of this composition, however, that will prove to 
be philosophically significant. One thing that impresses the reader 
today as so alien is Nishi’s rendering of the names and doctrines of 
the western philosophers by way of kanji used purely phonetically, a 
kind of manyogana, a resurrection of an old practice used when the 
Japanese first imported the Chinese writing system. In retrospect his 
translation of names indicates just how fremdartig the whole busi-
ness of philosophy was. Nishi endeavors to buffer the force of the 
new language by relating it to traditional learning, as alluded by a 
term in the title of the essay itself: 生性 is taken from a saying of 
Mencius’ opponent Kao-tzu, “Life is what we call nature” 生之調
性, a formula that opposes one’s natural condition to imposed, arti-
ficial morality. Yet in a sort of bricolage, Nishi replaces this classical 
dichotomy with a western one between matter and spirit 生性, so 
that his title can be translated “The Relation of the Physical and the 

8. Included in Meiji tetsugaku shisōshū (Meiji bungaku zenshū 80; Tokyo: Chikuma 
Shobō, 1974), especially 4–5. Also in Nishi Amane zenshū vol. ii (Munekata Shobō, 
1961), 29–129.
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Spiritual.” Nishi Amane, then both ingeniously invented neologisms 
for western philosophical language and drew upon native categories 
in order to translate philosophy and other western traditions.9

For Nishi philosophy meant the practical unified science or dis-
cipline that underlies the particular sciences. His Hyakuichi shinron 
of 1874 defines it this way:

When we seek to clarify the laws of nature and the laws of man and 
simultaneously establish doctrinal methodology while in quest of the 
above-mentioned laws of nature and of the human mind, we call such 
intellectual activities philosophy, which is translated into Japanese as 
tetsugaku.10

The meaning of philosophy as a logical and systematic discipline 
is reflected in the terms Nishi chooses: philosophy systematizes by 
clarifying general laws and does so logically, establishing the meth-
odology proper to the sciences. This definition of philosophy is also 
reflected in Nishi’s own work on utilitarianism, where the quality of 
being practical comes to the fore. Nishi adapted Mill’s practical syl-
logism in the service of promoting happiness for society. 

As Takeshi Koizumi points out, Nishi argued that we must pro-
ceed from the social purpose of a nation to the individual’s choice 
of a means to achieve it, in contrast to beginning with individual 
choice and looking for a means to achieve the social purpose.11 It 
may be said that in employing the syllogistic form Nishi was prac-
ticing the western discipline he learned, but by privileging the social 

9. Nishi also helped establish the standard translation of the then novel catego-
ry religion as shūkyō 宗教, a term once used in a very few Chinese Zen texts to mean 
the teaching of a particular school or lineage. More often Nishi used another archaic 
term, shūmon 宗門, that became widespread after the reform of religion (shūmon 
aratame 宗門改め) inaugurated by the Tokugawa bakufu in 1640 as part of its policy 
of national isolation.

10. From Nishi Amane zenshū, vol. i, 288–9; quoted in Takeshi Koizumi, “Morals 
and Society in Japanese Philosophy,” in the Companion Encyclopedia of Asian Philo-
sophy, 796.

11. Koizumi, 798–9.
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over the individual he was adapting this form to a typically Japanese 
value system.

The scope of philosophy for Nishi seems broader than that 
indicated in his initial verdict—that in Japan “there is nothing 
that deserves to be called philosophy.” He is interested in modern-
izing Japan by showing that it must assimilate western disciplines 
and technology, but he is also eager to show that Japanese tradition 
can contribute to the modern world. Philosophy, he intimates, can 
incorporate the kind of self-study (此観) and social value tradition-
ally practiced in Japan. Both in his practical bent and in his classifi-
cation of western objective science and eastern subjective contempla-
tion, he implies that philosophy is historically a western discipline 
and continuing achievement of the modern west, but is now open to 
development with the aid of “eastern” learning. With an eye toward 
the future of his country, it is not altogether surprising that Nishi 
did not extend the term philosophy to past Japanese thinking.

A dialogue to define philosophy

In 1886 the Buddhist scholar and reformer Inoue Enryō 井上円了 
(1858–1919) who later founded the Tetsugaku-kan, forerunner to 
Tōyō University. published a fascinating work entitled Evening of 
Philosophical Conversation 哲学一夕話 that begins with the problem 
of defining philosophy. Enryō opens his essay with an imaginary and 
humorous dialogue in which several passengers on a modern steam-
boat strike up a conversation about the meaning of tetsugaku, “a new 
kind of study that has come from the west,” and try to surmise its 
meaning.12 Their perplexity is enormously telling.

One interlocutor proposes that it is the study of principles 理, 
but another counters that such study is physics 物理学, not philoso-
phy, and if the tetsu of tetsugaku is that of kentetsu 賢哲, a wise man, 

12. All translations of the Conversation are of the text in Meiji tetsugaku shisō shū, 
43.
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then it might be the study of the seiken 聖賢, sages like Confucius 
and Mencius. The next passenger suggests that it is not “anything 
shallow like the study of Confucius and Mencius,” but perhaps 
something much more lofty, like Inoue Tetsujirō’s New Theory of 
Ethics. Yet another mentions that he read a book on the mind 心 by 
Nishi Amane, who has become known as a tetsugakusha, so tetsugaku 
must be the same as psychology 心理学. The last conjecture is that 
philosophy must be synonymous with Buddhist studies, since the 
Rev. Hara Tanzan recently became a professor in a university depart-
ment of tetsugaku. An exchange expressing their perplexity ends 
the conversation: “Since all of your explanations differ, we cannot 
yet know just what tetsugaku is… well then that’s what tetsugaku is: 
whatever we cannot know!”

Enryō follows this quip with an explanation of his understand-
ing of “pure philosophy,” based on a series of distinctions. The study 
of things with form, material things, is science 理学, and the study 
of formless, immaterial things is philosophy. From another angle, 
science treats of individual parts, while philosophy expounds on the 
whole; further, science is experimental while philosophy is the study 
of ideas 思想 and matters of the mind 心性. But pure philosophy is 
distinct from other disciplines that have to do with matters of the 
mind, like psychology, logic, and ethics.

Pure philosophy 純正哲学, as the study of pure principle, must be 
called the study that inquires into the axioms of truth and the foun-
dation of the disciplines. The objective of pure philosophy is to pro-
vide an interpretation and explanation of various problems that have 
arisen, such as what the substantial reality of the mind or of matter 
is, what their fundamental source is, or what relationship obtains 
between mind and matter.

Enryō then outlines the problems his treatise will discuss: the 
relationship between mind and matter and the question of what the 
world formed from; the substantiality of God and the question of 
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whence matter and mind arise; and the nature of truth and the ques-
tion of what grounds the various sciences.

This remarkably modern manner of making distinctions and 
formulating the problems is belied by a style of writing that today 
sounds archaic. For example, Enryō makes use of some Neo-Con-
fucian terms such as 心性 to hint at what philosophy is. Defining 
philosophy was a matter of relating the unfamiliar in both familiar 
and innovative terms. In order to express more fully the meaning 
of tetsugaku, Enryō had not only to freely compose new jukugo, but 
also to appeal to other yakugo, some of which have become standard 
but with altered meanings. A term like 本体 (the “substantiality” [of 
God]), for example, is now standard for Kant’s noumenon, but in 
Enryō’s day was not a conventional word. 

Even if precise denotations remained elusive, any reader of kanji 
would easily be able to gather some sense from these freely com-
posed jukugo. Today we must try to read with an altered sense the 
terms that were new at the time but now are very familiar. 実験 as a 
translation of “experimental” and 心理学 as a translation of “psychol-
ogy,” for example, have become standard today but should be heard 
with a nineteenth-century ear.

In fact, in 1886 it remained to be seen which jukugo would 
become standard translations of western terms. The whole array of 
compounds, their components, and their word order, began as a 
mass of floating signifiers. There are numerous examples of yakugo 
or translated terms that are now perfectly familiar but would have 
been new to Japanese readers at the time. Examples are 論理学 or 
logic; 倫理学 or ethics, instead of the traditional term 道徳; 真理 
or [reasoned] truth, instead of simply 真 truth; 原則 or axioms (of 
[reasoned] truth), later used to translate Grundsätze, principles; and 
busshin 物心, or matter and mind, as opposed to the traditional read-
ing of 物心 as monogokoro, discretion. 

All these examples made use of familiar kanji and compounds 
and yet expressed something novel. The distinctions also follow this 
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pattern. Enryō’s distinction between 理学, what we would call the 
natural sciences, and 哲学, as well as the further distinction underly-
ing it between things that have “form” 形質 and things that do not, 
can be traced at least to Fukuzawa Yukichi’s 学問のすすめ. It could of 
course also be traced back to Aristotle’s Physics and Metaphysics, but 
that would obscure the Buddhist origin of the distinction made by 
Enryō and other Japanese thinkers. The distinction must ultimately 
be seen as an attempt to render the imported disciplines intelligible 
by appealing to at least another distinction familiar to readers of that 
time.

Enryō took terms and methods established in one cultural con-
text and tried to convey and implement them in another. He did not 
comment on the scope of philosophy, as far as I know, or on whether 
tetsugaku could be used to describe Japanese thought prior to the 
importation and translation of philosophy. But the perplexity in face 
of the “new discipline from the west,” and the struggle to convey 
its meaning in newly coined terms, hint that Enryō considered it 
unprecedented in Japan. 

On the other hand, it is clear that he saw himself as creating 
philosophy in his country as well as conveying a western heritage. 
His Conversation teaches us that defining philosophy in Japan is a 
creative endeavor. It calls for us to create new terms and draw novel 
distinctions in order to convey, or recreate, Japanese thought, and 
to do so in a sense of exploration rather than application of pre-de-
termined criteria. Just as Enryō was engaged in the very creation of 
Japanese philosophy, so we are in translating texts philosophically. 
We shall return to the suggestion that one way to define philosophy 
is through the philosophical translation of texts.

The western analytic way and the eastern holistic way

The attempt to translate by relating the alien new to the familiar 
old is exemplified in an 1899 essay on self-knowledge by Nishimura 
Shigeki 西村茂樹 (1828–1902), an advocate of the Enlightenment 啓
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蒙 movement and a founder of the Meiji Six Group (Meirokusha). 
Nishimura invokes Nishi Amane’s characterization of east and west 
to define the difference between European philosophy and Japanese 
traditional thought:

Eastern learning has mostly sought the mind (kokoro 心) internally; 
western learning has for the most part sought the mind externally. 
Seeking within is exemplified in [teachings] like the Zen school’s 
“directly pointing to the human mind, seeing one’s true nature and 
becoming buddha” or Wang Yangming’s chih liang-chih 政良知, 
“reaching innate knowledge or primordial awareness.” Seeking exter-
nally is exemplified by seeking the basis of the mind in physiology, 
or researching it by looking into mental phenomena. Those who seek 
the mind within view it holistically, by way of synthesis; their short-
coming is that they lack precision. Those who seek the mind without 
view it by way of analysis; their shortcoming is that they fall into 
nit-picking (hansai 煩砕). When scholars today generally follow the 
western [way of ] study, for the most part they seek the mind without, 
that is, they view it by the analytic method. Even though this method 
by far exceeds that of the east in precision of analysis, because it lacks 
a holistic grasp of the mind and a way to train it, there are many who 
have studied ten years [or more and still] do not know what the mind 
is.13

Nishimura’s text has two significant implications for the project 
of defining philosophy in Japan. First, the author finds it necessary 
to use new language, reflective of western philosophical terms, to 
describe eastern as well as western thought. By his day many philo-
sophical terms had translations that were to become standard, such 
as 分析 (analysis), 統合 (synthesis), and 現象 (phenomenon). At the 
time these terms were unusual enough to warrant notation in his 
text to set off neologisms, imported words, and particularly signifi-
cant ideas. 

13. Jishiki roku 自識録 (A Record of Self-knowledge ) in Meiji tetsugaku shisōshū, 23.
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One term stands out for its bridging effect. Nishimura uses the 
classical word kokoro 心 to bridge “east” and “west” and equivocally 
signify both a classical SinoJapanese array of concepts as well as 
western categories like “mind,” “soul,” “spirit,” “Gemüt.” In general, 
however, the introduction of the foreign discipline into Japan has 
changed the way that Japan’s past is defined.

The second implication of Nishimura’s contrast is that the two 
approaches, eastern and western, are complementary. The western 
penchant for analysis achieves precision but fragments self-knowl-
edge; the eastern predilection for synthesis achieves a more holis-
tic view but lacks definition. Most notably, the east provides a way 
to train the mind, not merely to study it. Can the two approaches 
be combined to from a new direction in philosophy? If Nishimura 
considered the future development of philosophy open to a symbi-
osis of western and eastern achievements, however, his definition of 
philosophy precluded its extension back in time to cover traditional 
Japanese thought. In 1887 he had defined philosophy as the inves-
tigation of the truths of the universe and proclaimed that sage-an-
cestors, scriptures, and similar expedients have no part in it as they 
did in Confucianism and Buddhism.14 Philosophy did not rely on 
argument by authority.

The next year, 1888, Torio Koyata 鳥尾小弥太 (1847–1905) 
attempted to refute Nishimura’s exclusion: “Are not Confucianism 
and Buddhism investigations of truth? Is not the basis of knowledge 
and action 知行 also the basis of so-called truth?”15 Torio’s rebuttal, 
rhetorical as it is, highlights another contrast: the kind of thought 
against which philosophy was measured. We shall return to this 
point later.

14. In his essay Shitsugi (Doubts), cited in Funayama Shin’ichi, “Nihon no kindai 
tetsugaku no hatten keishiki,” in Nishitani Keiji, ed., Nihon no tetsugaku (Kyoto: 
Yūkonsha, 1967), p. 67.

15. From Nishimura shi shitsugi no shitsugi (Doubts about Nishimura’s Doubts), 
cited in Funayama, 68.
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The mirage of philosophy in the east

To embellish new western categories with a sprinkling of traditional 
terms was not enough for Miyake Setsurei 三宅雪嶺 (1860–1945), a 
critic not only of the overzealous westernizing of Meiji Japan but of 
casually claiming equivalencies between practices in the two great 
traditions, east and west. In his 1909 work on the universe, 宇宙, he 
attempted to synthesize eastern and western thought, but not before 
he proclaimed a vast difference between them. His Philosophical Tri-
fles 哲学涓滴 of 1889 seems to heap his scorn not so much on the 
substance of “eastern philosophy” as on the practices associated with 
it: thoughtless philology and exegesis of what we call the classics of 
the east:

We may place eastern philosophy beside western philosophy, but so 
far those who have made a practice of doing so have never inquired 
into the principles of the former. They have stopped short at com-
mentary on every phrase of the old masters. When we casually start 
naming this “eastern philosophy” and expounding it today, we are 
dilettantes debating over tea the quaint doctrines of the ancients. 
Despite the name, there is no such thing as eastern philosophy.…16

Miyake persists in using the term tetsugaku to refer to these texts, 
and describes the core of “Chinese philosophy” as feeling 情, that of 
“Indian philosophy” as intention or will 意, and that of “European 
philosophy” as knowledge or wisdom 知. But he also insists on iden-
tifying western philosophy with logical and causal investigations. 
This identification will prove crucial.

16. Chapter four, part one, of Tetsugaku kenteki, reprinted in Miyake Setsurei 
shū, vol. 33 of Meiji bungaku zenshū, ed. Yanagida Izumi, Tokyo: Chikuma Shobō, 
1967. Also partially cited in Nakamura Yūjirō, Nishida Kitarō (Tokyo: Iwanami 
Shoten 1983), 13–14.
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“No such thing as philosophy in Japan”

The tendency to find philosophy lacking in Japanese intellectual tra-
ditions culminated in the famous exclamation of Nakae Chōmin 中
江兆民 (1847–1901): there is no such thing as philosophy in Japan. 
This inveterate advocate of liberal democracy, materialism, and athe-
ism had studied philosophy in France in the early 1870s and was 
impressed with the creative and theoretical, even impractical force 
of the European discipline, unprecedented in traditional Japanese 
thought and unachieved by contemporary Japanese professors.17 For 
us today there is a threefold irony in Chōmin’s criticism. 

First, he lambastes Nativist, Neo-Confucian, and Buddhist 
thinkers as antiquarians who did not venture beyond textual exegesis 
or religious interpretation; but his own criticism is expressed in a 
traditional and now antiquated style. He uses expressions and cat-
egories that are now archaic, 天地生命の理, for example, to signify 
what we call the laws of nature. Secondly, he derides his contempo-
raries who were teaching philosophy at Tokyo Imperial University, 
Katō Hiroyuki and Inoue Tetsujirō, as elitist epigones, but today 
he is considered much less a philosopher than they. And thirdly he 
extols philosophy for giving a people profound insights beyond the 
practical world of trade and commerce; yet the importation of phi-
losophy in his day was indeed related to commercial exchange. On 
the positive side, his criticism implies three distinctive features of 
“philosophy pure and simple”: it is the result of original translation, 
not a matter of importing doctrines as they are; it transcends practi-
cality, and it give our life and actions their true meaning.

Soon after Chōmin’s exclamation, his fellow champion of liber-
alism, individualism and democracy, Tanaka Ōdō 田中王堂 (1867–
1932), who had studied with George Herbert Mead and John Dewey 
at Chicago, suggested that one could find an indigenous Japanese 

17. 一年有半 reprinted in Nakae Chōmin zenshū, vol. 10 (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 
1983), pp. 155–6.
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philosophy distinct from Indian and Chinese thought.18 For the 
most part, however, Chōmin’s verdict went unchallenged until the 
appearance of Nishida Kitarō’s 『全の研究』 in 1911.

Nishida Kitarō as Japan’s first philosopher

As is well known, the reviewer and critic of Nishida’s book, Takahashi 
Satomi, proclaimed it in 1912 to be “the first, and only, philosophical 
work in post-Meiji Japan,” “overflowing with original thought.”19

Funayama Shin’ichi, the great historian of Meiji philosophy, 
echoed this verdict in 1959, noting that Nishida’s work moved phi-
losophy “from the stage of the enlighteners 啓蒙家 to a stage of 
originality… Nishida was ultimately a metaphysician.”20 Neither 
Takahashi nor Funayama was able structurally to define Nishi-
da’s “originality” 独創性. Funayama did imply, however, that since 
metaphysics—whatever that might be—was something entirely new 
to Japanese traditional thought, Nishida’s philosophy was novel. 
In 1977 Nishida’s disciple Shimomura Toratarō, Nishida’s disciple, 
attempted to define his teacher’s innovation in terms of the previous 
history of Japanese thought, and again echoed the claim of Nishida’s 
originality. 

He went further, however, proclaiming that Nishida became 
a model for grasping the “rigorous methods and concepts of west-
ern philosophy and yet possessing a distinctive eastern or Japanese 
originality.” Nishida’s philosophy, he implied, showed a “distinctive 

18. Cited in Funayama, 66–7.
19. “Ishikigenshō no jijitsu to sono imi: Nishida-shi cho Zen no kenkyū o yomu” 

(“The Reality and Meaning of Phenomena of Consciousness: Reading Nishida’s Study 
of Good”) in Takahashi Satomi zenshū vol. iv (Tokyo: Fukumura Shuppan, 1973), 153–4; 
first published in Tetsugaku zasshi nos. 303 and 304.

20. Meiji tetsugaku shi kenkyu (Studies in the History of Meiji Philosophy) (Min-
erva Shobō, 1959), 33–4. See my article, “Tradition, Textuality, and the Trans-lation 
of Philosophy: The Case of Japan,” in Charles Wei-hsun Fu and Steven Heine, 
eds., Japan in Tradition and Postmodern Perspectives (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 1995), 228.
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individuality” not only for being original and systematic but also for 
its “Japanese character.”21 More recent and critical appraisals, Naka-
mura Yūjirō’s, for example, continue to call Nishida Japan’s first phi-
losopher.22

In our endeavor to define Japanese philosophy, what may we 
gather from these appraisals of Nishida’s first book? What counted 
as truly philosophical thinking was innovative, not imitative; was 
systematic, not eclectic or fragmentary; was metaphysical, not prac-
tical or political; and finally, was distinctive for its Japanese flavor. 
For now we may bypass the questions whether Nishida’s work really 
fit these descriptions, was innovative, not eclectic, and so forth; and 
whether the appraisals themselves are not an example of a reverse 
orientalism that would seek “a distinctive eastern or Japanese origi-
nality.” The question I wish to pursue, rather, is this: what were the 
linguistic features of philosophia that made its practice seem so dis-
tinct from previous Japanese thought, that indeed have rooted it in 
particular traditions? And how might that practice be continued in 
differing traditions?

Philosophy as an idiom of trans-lation.

Tetsugaku was part of a cultural complex, including western juris-
prudence, natural sciences, and technology, that entered Japan in 
the lateTokugawa and early-Meiji periods. These theoretical and 
applied disciplines were conveyed in languages foreign to the Jap-
anese and obviously in need of translation. The very foreignness of 
the language of philosophy was a significant factor in the judgment 
that philosophy had been lacking in Japan. Philosophy is usually 

21. Nishida Kitarō:Hhito to shisō (Nishida Kitarō: The Person and his Thought) 
(Tokyo: Tōkai Daigaku Shuppankai, 1977), 197–8; 201. Publishers have not failed to 
capitalize on Nishida’s reputation. The 1987 brochure announcing the third edition 
of the Complete Works, edited by Shimomura, proclaimed Nishida “in the growing 
estimation of the world, the foremost philosopher in modern Japan.”

22. Nakamura Yūjirō, Nishida Kitarō (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten 1983), 20.
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considered abstract and theoretical by its very nature, a more or 
less universal form of thinking that transcends the bounds of par-
ticular languages. From a cultural perspective, however, we can see 
that philosophy is a practice that has changed cultures and—with 
the aid of particular technologies like the printing press—produced 
artifacts: books, journals, and other concrete forms of writing that 
cannot be abstracted from particular languages. Even if it is possible 
conceptually to separate the intended content of the thinking from 
its form, to distinguish the message from the medium or the propo-
sition from the sentence, nevertheless the content, message or prop-
osition is inevitably conveyed in one concrete language or another. 
When that language breaks in upon a culture whose own language 
historically lacks equivalent or similar terms and syntax, the content 
appears perplexing, even unintelligible.

This is precisely what happened when philosophia entered Japan. 
Once the Japanese language was transformed to include these new 
terms and methods of linking them, the way was opened for Jap-
anese to practice philosophia. In its first stage this practice consisted 
in the massive project of translating terms and texts, either exter-
nally in the production of textual artifacts in the Japanese language, 
or internally in the process of reading and understanding texts in 
German, English, and French. If we recognize the creativity required 
to translate and convey an understanding of the foreign, we must 
regard the first generation of tetsugakusha as independent, innovative 
thinkers.

Some, like Inoue Tetsujirō, went on to reconstruct the philo-
sophical idiom in earlier Japanese traditions, which came to be read 
anew, in a different light. He, too, was an innovator.

The breakthrough to philosophical originality that is ascribed to 
Nishida can also be seen as a matter of mastering a new idiom, as I 
have suggested in an earlier article.23 This suggestion finds corrobora-

23. See my “Tradition, Textuality, and the Trans-lation of Philosophy: The Case 
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tion in a recent study of cultural innovations brought about through 
translation. The Belgian Japanologist W. F. Vande Walle proposes 
that Nishida’s writing was enabled by a long and arduous process 
of transforming the Japanese language that began in the period of 
Dutch Studies (rangaku).

By the time Nishida was publishing his 禅の研究, the Japanese lan-
guage had already undergone a deep change, equipping it with a syn-
tax that came much closer to that of western languages…. In a sense, 
in order to make translations of western works into Japanese faithful, 
the Japanese language had to mimic the source languages.…

Nishida’s accomplishment, he goes on, was in part “to write some-
thing that sounded convincingly like western philosophy.”24

Philosophy as a discipline embedded in cultures depends, has 
always depended, upon texts and their translation, as I have argued 
previously.25 I call this condition of philosophizing the textuality of 
philosophy: texts (written and spoken) are the mediators of the phil-
osophical endeavor. Similarly, I use the hyphenated term trans-la-
tion to name the process of mediation by which texts convey phil-
osophical methods, problems and terminology. Trans-lation occurs 
both within a natural language and between languages. These two 
terms describe the conditions under which the discipline of phi-
losophy is necessarily practiced. Trans-lation as a term of definition 
draws attention to the fact that philosophy is a practice, an activity, 

of Japan,” loc. cit.
24. W. F. Vande Walle, in his Introduction to his edited volume, Dodonaeus in 

Japan: Translation and the Scientific Mind in the Tokugawa Period (Leuven, Belgium: 
Leuven University Press, 2001), 19–20, writes further that Nishida “is the first to have 
mastered the western philosophical idiom. His predecessors were still writing in a 
socalled antiquated style, exemplified by e.g. Nakae Chōmin…. Nishida’s Japanese 
is much less tributary to that kind of style and approximates much better ho-
nyaku-chō, the style evolved during the Meiji period to translate English, German, 
and French original works of fiction and non-fiction.”

25. In “Tradition, Textuality, and the Trans-lation of Philosophy: The Case 
of Japan,” loc. cit.
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of transmission and not merely a set of ideas or expressions. Textual-
ity underscores the fact that this practice relies on concrete artifacts, 
linguistic texts, that have been handed down within traditions and 
communicated across them. These two conditions supplement the 
commonly recognized requisite that philosophy is dialogical, struc-
tured by dialogue either as the explicit style of a text or implicitly in 
the way one reads the texts by questioning them. These descriptive 
terms do not demarcate philosophy in content from other disciplines 
or practices, but rather assume that philosophy has an identity that is 
partly pre-formed and partly in continual formation. To define phi-
losophy more fully, we will need to add descriptions of the content 
and methods more or less specific to it.

The interlocutors in the Meiji debate who were in the midst of 
a long process of trans-lation may not have appreciated how much 
the novel and seemingly unprecedented character of philosophia in 
their culture depended on the foreignness of its idiom. Their own 
dialogue with the European texts was limited by their relative lack 
of fluency in that idiom. They did, however, understand philosophy 
as a performance and an achievement. What might we learn from 
their perplexity and their endeavors? Nearly a century has passed 
since philosophy was recognized as something Japanese also do—at 
least insofar as they practice the European idiom. In our project to 
identify “Japanese philosophy” from eons before the Meiji transfor-
mation of language, it is now evident that another trans-lation is 
called for. Just as the Meiji translators had to create neologisms and 
distinctions, give old words new meanings, alter syntax— stretch 
the bounds of their language, in other words—part of what we do 
as translators of “Japanese philosophy” may well require the same 
kind of transformations of the target languages. I would caution, 
however, that too expansive a stretch can result in distortion rather 
than communication and easily undermine the attempt to develop 
Japanese philosophy as a direction of inquiry for the community of 
philosophers today.
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Four senses of “japanese philosophy”

A definition as a development of philosophy, as we have 
noted, proceeds from what is already given. Part of what is given in 
the project to define and develop Japanese philosophy is the term 
itself. But the term is ambiguous; it has had, I think, four principal 
meanings.26 Following the Meiji-era critics who rejected the notion 
that Japan had philosophy, Japanese philosophy in one sense has come 
to mean philosophy in the European idiom as it happens to be 
practiced by Japanese scholars. These Japanese are for the most part 
professional philosophers in academic positions who analyze Plato, 
Kant, Heidegger, Rorty, and other “western” philosophers, and who 
develop critiques of their own. They can be as “original” as any other 
philosopher within the European idiom, and there is nothing pecu-
liarly “Japanese” about what they do. An example of this meaning 
are the volumes whose titles refer to “Japanese phenomenology.”27 
If the Japanese authors’ names been omitted one would be hard-
pressed to identity their heritage at all; the volumes could as well 
be titled Phenomenology in Japan. In their English translation, the 
chapters display no particular content or style would identify them 
as “Japanese.” 

The effort of the editors, of course, is to demonstrate that this 
branch of philosophy is truly international, and I surmise that the 
authors think of themselves as international philosophers who are 
representing their nation, if at all, only in the sense that it too has 

26. I list the four meanings in two previous articles, “Contemporary Japanese 
Philosophy,” 810; and “The Ambiguous Legacy of Japanese Philosophy,” Monumenta 
Nipponica 57/3 (Autumn 2002): 349. The present section offers an expansion of 
that classification.

27. Phenomenology: Japanese and American Perspectives (Contributions to Phenom-
enology, v. 36), edited by Burt C. Hopkins (Dordrecht, Boston & London: Kluwer 
Academic Publishers, 1998), and Japanese and Western Phenomenology (Contributions 
to Phenomenology, vol 12), edited by Philip Blosser, Eiichi Shimomisse, and Lester 
Embree (Dordrecht, Boston & London: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1993).
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people who do legitimate philosophy. With few exceptions, such 
philosophers do not analyze or draw upon texts from Japanese tra-
ditions, and even where they might, they do not suppose that tradi-
tional Japanese sources are in themselves philosophical. The methods 
and the themes of philosophy must originate from the west. Japanese 
philosophy in this sense means simply philosophy of Greek-European 
vintage done by people in Japan.

At the other extreme, Japanese philosophy sometimes means tra-
ditional Japanese thought 思想, Confucian, Nativist, Buddhist, and 
so on, as it was formulated prior to the introduction of the European 
term and discipline. As long as this thought deals with ultimate real-
ity or the most general causes and principles of things (terms used 
in the Oxford English Dictionary’s definition of philosophy), it is 
considered philosophical. It may derive from or relate to Chinese 
thought but is uninfected by European philosophy. 

Examples of this usage are the titles of several works by Inoue 
Tetsujirō, The Philosophy of the Ancient Learning School, for instance. 
Inoue had been educated in the European philosophical idiom and 
engaged in a good deal of reconstruction to explicate the “philoso-
phy” of the premodern Japanese schools, but he did so in the con-
viction that they themselves had genuinely philosophical thought. 
Although Inoue added systematization and logical analysis to expli-
cate the thought of these schools, he did not think he was trans-
forming it into philosophy. It already was philosophical by virtue of 
addressing fundamental questions similar to those addressed in west-
ern philosophy. Japanese philosophy in this sense designates a kind of 
thought that is indigenous to Japan.

A third meaning admits that genuinely philosophical methods 
and themes are western in origin but allows them also to be applied 
to premodern, pre-westernized, Japanese thinking. People who prac-
tice Japanese philosophy in this sense understand it primarily as a 
endeavor to reconstruct, explicate, or analyze certain themes and 
problems that are recognizably philosophical when presented in a 
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certain light. Works that refer to Dōgen’s philosophy of being or of 
time, or Kūkai’s philosophy of language, are examples of this mean-
ing. It takes a “practiced hand” to identify the philosophical import 
of premodern writings; that is, it requires a reader who can engage 
texts in the light of modern philosophical terms and methods. That 
engagement may take the form of a more or less explicit dialogue 
between Anglo-European-style philosophy and the premodern Jap-
anese text. But the questioning of the text might also merely imply 
modern philosophical presuppositions. A few philosophers in Japan 
allow the influence to work in both directions; they place themselves 
on both sides of the dialogue. They not only read traditional Jap-
anese texts in light of modern philosophy but also use premodern 
concepts and distinctions to illuminate contemporary (western) phi-
losophy and to propose alternative ways to solve modern or contem-
porary philosophical problems. 

An exemplary case of this sense of Japanese philosophy is Ōmori 
Shōzō’s work to re-examine the relation between words and objects 
by re-interpreting kotodama ron. Yuasa Yasuo’s reappraisal of the 
body-mind problem in the light of Japanese Buddhist texts is also 
well known.28 But whether the contemporary work finds philosophy 
retrospectively in traditional Japanese thought, or in addition uses 
that thought as a resource for current philosophical practice, this 
work is distinguished by its interest in appropriation: making the 
Japanese tradition part of the broader tradition of philosophy today. 
Japanese philosophy in this third sense, then, means traditional and 
contemporary Japanese thought as appropriated for philosophizing 
today.

A fourth meaning of the term insists on qualities that explic-
itly oppose Japanese to non-Japanese philosophy. Japanese philosophy 

28. I summarize Ōmori’s achievement and mention Yuasa’s contribution in more 
detail in “Tradition, Textuality, and the Trans-lation of Philosophy: The Case of 
Japan,” loc. cit., 237–8.
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designates here a kind of thought that is not only relatively inde-
pendent and innovative but has “a distinctive eastern or Japanese 
originality,” or a “Japanese character” as Takahashi Satomi and 
Shimomura Toratarō described Nishida’s accomplishment. Insofar as 
this meaning emphasizes a uniquely Japanese contribution to a field 
or a way of inquiry, it has been criticized as an instance of the reverse 
orientalism mentioned earlier: a valorization of Japan that identifies 
“things Japanese,” stereotypes differences from nonJapanese, and 
ignores historical variation. 

Insofar as this tendency is an ironic endeavor by some scholars 
to colonize Japanese thought, it is best treated in a consideration of 
the politics of defining philosophy. Here we may note that whether 
the criticism is justified or not, the attempt to identify distinctively 
Japanese elements in a philosopher’s thought most often proceeds 
by showing how he draws from but goes beyond his sources, which 
are notably both “western” and “eastern.” Japanese philosophy in this 
sense indicates an explicit attempt to create an original Japanese 
counterpart to modern Anglo-American-European philosophy.

It is the third sense of the term that best supports the proj-
ect to define and anthologize Japanese philosophy. The first sense, 
Anglo-European philosophy as it happens to be practiced in Japan, 
delimits Japanese philosophy too strictly and belies the fact that phi-
losophy has always undergone development under the influence of 
“non-philosophical” traditions. The second sense, referring to any 
traditional Japanese thought that addresses sufficiently fundamen-
tal questions, is uncritical. It lacks an awareness that its own usage 
is necessarily reconstructive: there is no identification of the “Jap-
anese philosophy” of the past without some present application of 
the European term’s meanings.

The fourth sense, which restricts Japanese philosophy to original 
contributions with a distinctively Japanese flavor, is not only unnec-
essarily chauvinistic and partial but also myopic about the condi-
tion for any judgment of innovation and distinctive difference. Such 
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comparative judgment depends on a deep knowledge of the dual 
sources of “western” and “eastern” thought, the very sources and the 
very distinction that are subject to questioning.

The third sense of Japanese philosophy, that is, Japanese thought 
as appropriated for philosophizing today, has several advantages over 
the other common interpretations of the term:

1. It recognizes the specifically Greek origins of philosophy but 
also philosophy’s expansion through the incorporation of non-
philosophical sources, which may now include Asian sources.

2. It is critical and self-reflective, and acknowledges that the 
endeavor to identify past themes, problems, and methods as 
philosophical is necessarily reconstructive.

3. It understands philosophy as a enterprise still in the making, 
a continuation of the fundamental questioning and self-
questioning that have always characterized its identity.

The disadvantage of the third sense is that it does not provide 
specific criteria by which one might select texts as appropriate for a 
sourcebook of Japanese philosophy. I will return to the problem of 
selection at the end of this essay. Here I would reiterate the sugges-
tion that such criteria have to be drawn, in part at least, from the 
texts themselves. 

One standard criterion for identifying discourse as philosophical 
is that it proceed by reasoning. What is recognizable clearly as rea-
soning in the western idiom, however, may appear to be disguised 
or even absent in the discourse of other traditions. The challenge 
will be to uncover alternative forms and conceptions of reasoning, 
in the case of Japan, of 道理 and not just 論理. This challenge invites 
discussion (to be pursued on another occasion) of the questions of 
a “Japanese logic” and of the influence of the Japanese language on 
Japanese philosophy.
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Conclusions and prospects: sources of and sources 
for philosophy in japan

What is philosophy? This is a question for those of us 
who already know what it is, and yet don’t know what it can be. I 
have argued that philosophy, if it is to break out of the circle of the 
Greek-European categories assumed in lexical definitions, cannot be 
defined in a statement that specifies its difference from other disci-
plines and forms of discourse. Rather than strictly delimiting philos-
ophy, we can acknowledge its historical conditions and the context 
of our own interests today to develop philosophy and allow it to 
continually re-define itself, as indeed GreekEuropean philosophy 
always has. Philosophy is forever in the making.

Controversy too has always been a mark of “western” philoso-
phy and will be a part of any project to define and compile Jap-
anese philosophy. My interpretation of the Meiji-era controversy 
about the nature of philosophy reveals two things:

1. Insofar as philosophy is inherently an ever-continuing and 
dialogical practice, it relies on texts and their transmission 
both within and across cultures and traditions. Textuality and 
trans-lation form conditions of philosophy’s actuality.

2. The project of selecting and translating texts as examples of 
Japanese philosophy may well require some alteration of 
the target languages, both semantically and syntactically. 
Alteration, however, should serve the purpose of clear 
communication.

My interpretation of the usages of the term Japanese philosophy 
suggests for our project the expedient of appropriating texts in the 
light of questions, themes, and methods that have already been rec-
ognized as philosophical. “In the light of ” can mean in dialogue 
with and in contrast to: The subject matter and the way of inquiry 
can be as significant for their divergence from recognized philosoph-
ical practices as it can be for their parallels. This expedient of appro-
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priation assumes first, that philosophy in the making develops by 
forming contrasts and articulating alternatives, and secondly that 
it proceeds as much in our reading and questioning of the texts as 
within texts themselves.

There are, however, several caveats for our project. I would cau-
tion us to avoid reading into the various traditions in Japan an unex-
amined unity, some common denominator that would make them 
all “Japanese.” We should also be wary of reading the texts solely in 
the light of criteria that are foreign to them, and cautious of explain-
ing differences in terms that already assume a privileged position. 
(An anecdote to exemplify this danger: A missionary in a Mid-east-
ern country, asked to explain the difference between true Christian 
beliefs and superstitions, replied, “Superstitions are the work of the 
devil.”) At the same time, we must, I think regard the identification 
of “Japanese philosophy” largely as a reconstructive project that may 
include “first-order” discourse about certain themes and well as “sec-
ond-order” reflection upon such discourse. The reconstructive aspect 
of the project necessarily places old texts in a new context, under a 
purview with a precedent—the purview of philosophy.

I have identified the purview of philosophy as the very thing 
our project seeks to determine. We seek among texts, predominantly 
written documents in the case of Japan, that may offer an answer to 
our quest, which we undertake in an acute awareness of what already 
counts as philosophy. The challenge is to let the texts themselves pro-
vide criteria for identifying and developing philosophy.

If a Sourcebook of Japanese Philosophy is also to be a sourcebook 
for philosophy in the making, it will have to strike a balance between 
reading (pre-defined) philosophy into the texts and reading alter-
natives out of them, constructing contrasts to that philosophy. The 
following list is a very tentative attempt to give some examples of 
textual styles and contents to which we might look. Needless to say, 
the divisions are not necessarily exclusive or even oppositional, nor 
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are they proper to one side (for example, western philosophy versus 
Japanese philosophy) alone.

Where the traditional sources of philosophy have thematically 
assumed a universal logic that is conducive to theoretical science 
pursued for its own sake, in search of reality changing according to 
fixed laws or of nature independent of human artifice, in service to 
knowledge that is objective and justifiable…

… the sources for philosophy in the making might also themat-
ically entertain the possibility of cultural logics where propositions 
are not separable from linguistic expressions, reality is realizable, is 
what is actualized, and knowledge is practical and transformative, 
with natural and human creation intertwined.

Where the traditional the sources of philosophy have stylistically 
been …

– reflective
– discursive
– analytical
– rational
– skeptical
– aiming for clarity and articulation through oppo-

sition
– seeking principles and deriving definite conclusions 

through sound inference or deduction…

… the sources for philosophy in the making might also stylistically 
be

– generative
– allusive
 – relational
– syncretic
– seeking contextual origins and underlying obscu-

rities
– using negations to reveal alternatives.

The very determination of philosophy, not only as it has been 
but as it can be, illustrates an alternative: If we say that philoso-
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phy has been x and not y, then in what space do we bring x and y 
together? The dis-covery of this space is not necessarily a reduction 
of x and y to a common basis or principle; it must be an opening 
that makes room for both.
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Provocative Ambivalences in Japanese Phi-
losophy of Religion

With a Focus on Nishida and Zen

Bret W. Davis

For Europeans it is strangely foreign [befremdlich] how 
strongly this far eastern philosophizing [of the Kyoto School] 
is informed by a religious tradition, namely Zen Buddhism. 
Yet is the word “religion” appropriate here? Words like “phi-
losophy” and “religion” could mean something related, and 
yet different, in Japan and in Europe.

—Otto Pöggeler 1995, 951

In Buddhism religion and philosophy are like a tree that forks 
into two from its base.… The life of religion includes philo-
sophical thought as its counterpart, a sort of centrifugal force 
to its own centripetal tendencies, both moved by the same 
dynamism.… But how is one to explain this way of doing 
philosophy of religion and reconstruct it in terms suitable to 
the present world when the very idea of philosophy and meta-
physics has been usurped by western models?

— Takeuchi Yoshinori 1983, 4

1. Pöggeler suggests that what Nishitani sought in “religion” was not a matter of 
traditional institutionalized doctrines, but rather a “holistic return to the origin of 
life [den ganzheitlichen Rückgang zum Ursprung des Lebens]” (Pöggeler 1995, 104). Cf. 
Fujita 2000.
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It must be said that there is a fundamental gap between east-
ern practice (行), especially the non-thinking (非思量) of Zen, 
and philosophy as an academic discipline of reflection (反省
の学) that arose and developed in the west. Nishida Kitarō 
cast him self into that gap.… If the meeting of Christianity 
and Greek philosophy, as the mutual encounter (ぶっかり合
い) between the principle of faith and that of reason, was an 
event that pervaded and drove (and still pervades and drives) 
the spirit of the European world for centuries, the mutual 
encounter between Buddhism—especially in the honed 
and concretized form of Zen—and the western world will 
undoubtedly continue as a great drama played out in the 
depths of history for many generations to come. 

—Ueda Shizuteru 1998, 167, 226–7

[The] problem of Zen and philosophy … remains even now 
to be settled. It is, after all, the task remaining at the core of 
the spiritual and cultural encounter between east and west.

—Nishitani Keiji, nkz 21: 120

Questioning the meaning and limits of philoso-
phy is an eminently philosophical gesture. The 

self-critical tradition of ever again re-defining philosophy has at 
times contracted and at other times expanded the range of the dis-
cipline. In recent years, after the dream of isolating philosophy as 
a self-grounding science of pure reason has lost credibility, there is 
a tendency to affirm philosophy’s interdependence with other areas 
of life and discourse. In this postmodern interdisciplinary context, 
Derrida and others have boldly began rediscovering and rethink-
ing the ambivalent ties between religious faith and philosophical 
reason (cf. Derrida 1998; de Vries 1999; Bloechl 2003; Caputo 
2002). And yet, even postmodern western philosophers can at times 
become surprisingly conservative, ironically even Eurocentric, when 
faced with a non-western tradition—as if deconstructing the west-
ern tradition were one thing, but offering a concrete alternative 
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to it quite another. The suspicion persists that in the case of Asian 
thinkers such as Nishida Kitarō and the Kyoto School any overstep-
ping the bounds of (western) philosophy in the direction of religion 
would be a pre-modern residue rather than a postmodern endeavor. 
Is this suspicion warranted?

In his recent book Philosophers of Nothingness: An Essay on the 
Kyoto School, James Heisig remarks that underlying the philoso-
phies of Nishida, Tanabe Hajime, and Nishitani Keiji, “there is an 
important assumption that is not shared with western philosophy as 
a whole: the clear delineation of philosophy and religion” (Heisig 
2001, 13–14).2

Heisig acknowledges that “the reader accustomed to western 
philosophy can hardly fail to ask at some point whether these think-
ers have not in fact forsaken philosophy for religion.” However, he 
suggests that this charge is based on a “fundamental confusion of 
categories…. [For] there is really nothing like a ‘philosophy’ or a 
‘religion’ floating free of the language, imagery, and cultural mean-
ings that each uses to express itself.… The philosophizing of religions 
means one thing in a Judeo-Christian context and quite another in a 
Buddhist one, and both of them again are different from the ‘scien-
tific’ study of religion” (Heisig 2001, 269–70).3

What is the context in which Nishida and the Kyoto School 
developed their philosophies of religion? The “philosophy” side 
was clearly primarily influenced by the importation and “transla-
tion” of western philosophy into tetsugaku. Although the sources of 
the “religion” side of their thought are more difficult to pin down, 

2. Heisig has suggested elsewhere that, by “combining the demands of critical 
thought with the quest for a religious wisdom,” the Kyoto School thinkers have “en-
riched world intellectual history with a fresh, Japanese perspective and opened anew 
the question of the spiritual dimension of philosophy” (Heisig 1999, 367).

3. According to Heisig’s interpretation, for “Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani, the 
primary frame of reference for the coincidence of philosophy of religion is always Bud-
dhist, and more specifically a Buddhism focused on the pursuit of self-awareness.” I 
have commented on this interpretation in Davis 2002.
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I agree with Heisig and others that their primary orientation, even 
when interpretively adopting and adapting Christian categories, is 
Mahayana Buddhist, and more specifically Zen and/or Shin Bud-
dhist. The question is: Insofar as Buddhism is at its core an embod-
ied practice of awakening to the non-ego as a “self that is not a self,” 
rather than a “tying back the bonds” (re-ligare) with a transcendent 
creator God by way of faith in His revelation (cf. Yamaguchi 1961, 5, 
9), what difference does this Buddhist background and orientation 
make to the way in which the proper relation between religion and 
philosophy gets conceived?

It has often been asserted that Buddhism is more compatible 
with the modern rational worldview than is Christianity (cf. von 
Brück and Lai 2000, 124f, 159ff, 376ff, 518). And yet, despite a 
remarkable degree of compatibility between Buddhism and rational 
philosophical analysis, there remains a decisive gap between the two 
at the point where the for mer ultimately appeals to the necessity 
of embodied practices of meditation. It is Buddhism’s requirement of 
extending rational discourse into embodied practice, and not that of a 
“leap of faith” into the acceptance of a rationally groundless doctrine 
of revelation, that both challenges and is challenged by the presuppo-
sitions and limits of modern western philosophy. An insistence on an 
embodied practice of awakening is perhaps most pronounced in the 
“religion” (宗教)4 of Zen Buddhism, which maintains that the ulti-
mate truth (宗) of its teaching (教) is “not founded on words and 
letters” (不立文字). Hence, Zen practice and experience can no more 
be reduced to philosophical discourse than can (Judeo-Christian-Is-
lamic) faith be reduced to (Greek) reason.

On the other hand, philosophy can no more be reduced to Zen 
experience than can reason be reduced to faith. Nishida, as we shall 

4. Nakamura Hajime explicates the original meaning of 宗教 as having two aspects: 
(1) self-awakening (自覚), enlightening oneself (自らさとろこと); and (2) discoursing on 
this [enlightenment] (それを論議すること) (Nakamura 1993, 56).
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see, even as he argues for the non-separability of philosophy and reli-
gion, was acutely aware of this mutual non-reducibility. What we 
find in Nishida therefore is not simply a reiteration of the so-called 
Asian predilection to not sharply distinguish between philosophy 
and religion. While he does attempt to bring (western) philosophy 
and (Zen) religion together, the result is not an eclectic mishmash 
of categories or a confusion of methods, but a provocatively novel 
way of conceiving the inherent ambivalence or symbiotic tension—
in Nishida’s language the “contradictory identity”—between religion 
and philosophy.

This essay proceeds in the following order: To begin with 
the question of how shūkyōtetsugaku should be (re)translated is 
addressed. I then reflect on the modern dichotomy between philos-
ophy and religion, and on how this dichotomy influences the aca-
demic approach to the philosophy of religion, before discussing the 
way these western assumptions were imported and yet called into 
question in Japan. In the central three sections of this essay, the rela-
tion between philosophy and religion (particularly Zen) in Nishida’s 
thought is closely examined. In the final two sections, I show how 
Nishitani, taking up where Nishida leaves off, explicitly calls for phi-
losophy to open itself up to an inherently ambivalent relation with 
the embodied practice of Zen.

(Re)translating shūkyōtetsugaku as  
philosophy-of-religion

How should we translate the Japanese term shūkyōtetsu
gaku 宗教哲学 into a western language? A strange question, it would 
seem, since the term itself is—or at least was to begin with—a trans-
lation of the western term “Religionsphilosophie” or “philosophy 
of religion.” And yet, strange things happen during the course of 
translation; indeed this course leads unavoidably through interpre-
tive reiteration, and often to creative innovation. In any case, such 
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semantic metamorphoses are not simply cause for confusion; for 
they can also be enlightening, and are at the very least—or rather at 
their very best—thought-provoking.

It should be emphasized that Japanese scholars and translators 
are any thing but imprecise in their methods. And it should also be 
pointed out that the “productive ambivalence” that I wish to focus 
on here cannot be found in each and every contemporary Japanese 
approach to the philosophy of religion. Academic westernization has 
cleared up much of the pre vious “confusion” produced by the min-
gling of eastern perspectives into (western) philosophy. But perhaps 
the phrase “academic westernization” is redundant, since universi-
ties in Japan are basically institutions of mod ern-western intellec-
tual learning (学問), as opposed to their counterparts, the temples 
and monasteries where the traditional “ways” (道) of educating 
the “whole body and spirit” (全身全霊) are maintained on the side 
lines and backwaters of modernizing-westernizing Japanese society. 
Yet one can still find in some corners of Japan today an intrigu-
ing overlap between modern academic study (研究) and the tradi-
tional “investigation into the self ” (己事究明); and it is precisely the 
provocative tension between these two endeavors that is at issue in 
this essay. It is for this rea son that, rather than discuss the many 
more or less faithful echoes of western academic discourse in Japan, 
I focus my attention on the tradition of the Kyoto School, particu-
larly on those members who have ventured to bring Zen Buddhism 
and philosophy together in ways that challenge dominant western 
conceptions of philosophy, religion, and the philosophy of religion.

The ambivalence at issue in their shūkyōtetsugaku involves the 
very relation between philosophy and religion. If we (re)translate 
shūkyōtetsugaku as “philosophy of religion,” the ambiguity at issue 
can be expressed as the question of the “of.” Should this be understood 
as a subjective or as an objective genitive, as philosophy-of-religion 
(subjective genitive, with religion in charge as the subject), or as phi-
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losophy-of-religion (objective genitive, with philosophy in charge, 
taking religion as its object)?

Insofar as religious experience is not just treated as an object of 
disengaged research, but informs their thought at a basic level, we 
can at least say that the shūkyōtetsugaku of the Kyoto School is not 
limited to the philosophy-of-religion. This is reflected in the fact that 
the term “religious philosophy,” rather than “philosophy of religion,” 
has often been used to (re)translate shūkyōtetsugaku (cf. Unno 1989; 
Unno and Heisig 1990).

It is also not the case, however, that the thought of the Kyoto 
School flows unilaterally from religion to philosophy; their philos-
ophy of religion is not merely a systematic articulation of religious 
experience or doctrine. In order to capture the ambivalence or bidi-
rectionally involved in their thought, therefore, I suggest we translate 
their shūkyōtetsugaku as “philosophy-of-religion,” where the italicized 
“of” functions as a “double genitive” (both subjective and objective). 
In the sense that they attempt to bring religious practice and expe-
rience into a two-way dialogue with philosophical discourse, their 
shūkyōtetsugaku as philosophy of-religion is a bilateral dynamic 
movement between philosophy-of religion and philosophy-of-reli-
gion.

Modern western philosophy-of-religion

The relation between philosophy and religion has been 
envisioned in a variety of manners over the course of western history. 
If Greek philosophy was inaugurated by giving priority to logos over 
mythos, this was not a rejection of religion in the name of philoso-
phy, so much as a philosophizing of religion. In the ancient Greek 
and Hellenistic world, the practice of philosophy was inherently 
soteriological; it was not a mere academic exercise, but a “way of 
life” (cf. Hadot 1995). With the introduction of the Judeo-Christian 
tradition, however, a great tension arose between the “faith” of reli-
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gion and the “reason” of philosophy. For centuries Jewish, Islamic 
and Christian theologians debated the relation between faith and 
reason. In the main, or at least in the orthodox main stream, faith in 
divine revelation was accorded priority over human rea son. Philoso-
phy became the handmaid to theology, and orthodox philosophy of 
religion, as “natural theology,” was decidedly philosophy of-religion. 
The Enlightenment was a handmaid rebellion; reason would no lon-
ger stay put under the yoke of faith. In the ensuing historical situa-
tion of modernity, philosophy of religion appeared and perhaps still 
appears destined to become exclusively philosophy-of-religion.

The general effect of this history is that the specifically western 
conflict between faith and reason is assumed to essentially and uni-
versally define the relation between “religion” and “philosophy.” Even 
modern rebels like Kierkegaard must react to this situation by calling 
for an irrational, expressly absurd “leap of faith” beyond the ken of 
philosophy into the religious mode of existence. In any case, despite 
whatever remnants of romantic or existential resistance remain, the 
modern academic textbook answer to the question of the “of ” is decid-
edly in favor of the objective genitive; “philosophy of religion” is 
philosophical thinking that takes religion as its object. Accordingly, 
John Hick begins his widely used textbook, Philosophy of Religion, by 
claiming that the term “philosophy of religion” should be reserved 
for “philosophical thinking about religion.” “Philosophy of religion, 
then, is not an organ of religious teaching.… [It is] a second-order 
activity, standing apart from its subject matter” (Hick 1990, 1–2).

As a disengaged academic discipline, modern philosophy of reli-
gion must maintain an objective neutrality over against its subject 
matter. Max Weber insisted that all university academics sacrifice 
subjective belief in religious worldviews for the sake of “intellectual 
integrity,” just as, on the other hand, “religious devotion” is said to 
compel non-academics to make a “sacrifice of the intellect” (Opfer 
des Intellektes). According to the “inescapable condition of our his-
torical situation,” writes Weber, “science [Wissenschaft] is a ‘vocation’ 
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organized in special disciplines in the service of self-clarification 
and knowledge of interrelated facts.… [It does not] partake of the 
contemplation of sages and philosophers about the meaning of the 
world” (Weber 1991, 268). Weber claims that the “capacity for the 
accomplishment of religious virtuosos—the ‘sacrifice of the intel-
lect’—is the decisive characteristic of the positively religious man.” 
And yet the “fate of our times” is said to be “characterized by ratio-
nalization and intellectualization and, above all else, by the ‘disen-
chantment of the world.’” If, therefore, one chooses to sacrifice the 
intellect for the sake of religious faith, then one should quietly step 
down from the university platform and humbly return to the “open 
arms of the old churches” (271–2). “To affirm the value of science,” 
however, is said to be “a presupposition for teaching [in the universi-
ty].”5

But must “philosophers” also play by the methodological rules 
of dis engaged “science”? One might ask whether between or beyond 
the alter natives of, on the one hand, the “science of religion” (Reli-
gionswissenschaft) as a “neutral” description and analysis of religious 
phenomena (which in practice often tends toward reductive expla-
nations), and, on the other hand, “theology” (which would begin by 
affirming a particular non-verifiable and non-rational source of reve-
lation), a sociologist like Weber failed to recognize the uniqueness of 
the discipline of the “philosophy of religion” (Religionsphilosophie). 
The difference between Religions wissenschaft and Religionsphiloso-
phie is translated in Japan as that between shūkyōgaku 宗教学 and 
shūkyōtetsugaku 宗教哲学. The latter is defined by Hase Shōtō as “the 

5. Weber 1991, 268. Weber adds here a revealing personal note: “I personally by my 
very work in the affirmative [to the question of the value of science], and I also do so 
from precisely the standpoint that hates intellectualism as the worst devil. … [Yet] if 
one wishes to settle with this devil, one must not take flight before him as so many like 
to do nowadays. First of all, one has to see the devil’s ways to the end in order to have in 
view his power and his limitations.” Weber’s question to those who attempt to overstep 
the boundaries of modern rationality, then, would presumably be whether they do so 
prematurely or only after following the path of science to the end.
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academic discipline which—while interpreting the results of the sci-
entific and historical research on religion—investigates in one’s own 
self, and seeks to understand in a manner convincing to rea son, the 
essence or the proper form of religion in general” (Hase 1998, 714). 
Yet the question remains of how we are to understand the key condi-
tion of: “in a manner convincing to reason.”

Kant defined the Enlightenment as “man’s emergence from his 
self imposed immaturity,” where “immaturity” is “the inability to 
use one’s understanding without guidance from another.” The only 
thing required for maturity is “the freedom to use reason publicly in 
all matters,” in the matter of religion as well in politics (Kant 1996, 
53–7). Kant called for the autonomy of reason to be asserted over the 
dogmatic “historical faith” in revelation, and in this spirit he wrote 
his classic modern text in the philosophy of religion: Die Religion 
innerhalb der Grenzen der bloßen Vernunft (Religion within the Lim-
its of Reason Alone). On the one hand, Kant famously remarked in 
his Critique of Pure Reason that the effect of disqualifying all “practi-
cal extension of pure reason” was “to suspend knowledge in order to 
make room for faith” (Kant 1956, 33). On the other hand, he makes 
abundantly clear in his Religion treatise that he is not opening the 
backdoor for a retreat from modern human autonomy to “historical 
faith” in supernatural revelation, but rather making room for what 
he calls a “pure rational faith [ein reiner Vernunftglaube]” (Kant 
1977, 764).

Not surprisingly, however, many have questioned whether the 
religious term “faith” should be used at all to refer to the conviction 
in ideas that are argued to be necessary postulates of practical rea-
son.6 As we shall see, not only for a conception of religion centered 
on a non or supra rational faith in a transcendent God, but also for a 
conception of religion according to which an immanently-transcen-

6. Cf. however Hase Shōtō’s provocative reinterpretation of Kant’s notion of “faith,” 
in connection with Tanabe and Pure Land Buddhism, in Hase 1990, 91ff.
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dent God/Buddha-mind is corresponded to through a practice of 
self-negating self-awareness, Kant’s attempt to reduce religion to the 
realm of rational morality remains a one-sided philosophy-of-religion.

Importing and questioning  
the philosophy-of-religion

It is certainly not the case that Nishida and his genera-
tion of Japanese thinkers were as yet unaware of the strict modern 
divide between “faith” and “reason,” or “belief ” and “knowledge.” 
Although one of the conceptual distinctions Nishi Amane had to 
initially struggle to understand was, in fact, that between “religion” 
and “philosophy,” in the end he managed to clearly introduce this 
dichotomy into Japan as that between the former as a matter of 
“believing without discussing the rea son of things” and the latter as 
a matter of “providing a theory that can explicitly in language clar-
ify what the reasons for arriving at [one’s] belief are.”7 Nevertheless, 
while Nishida and other post-Meiji Japanese thinkers never simply 
equated or confused philosophy with religion, it is with good reason 
that Kosaka Kunitsugu has recently listed, as the first distinguish-
ing characteristic of “Japanese philosophy,” its “extremely strong 
tendency toward the philosophy of religion” (Kosaka 1997, 100). 
This tendency is not a unilateral philosophizing about religion, but 
involves a bilateral search for the proper relation between philosophy 
and religion.

In the Preface to his first book, An Inquiry into the Good, Nishida 
clearly states that from his perspective religion is not simply one 
object among others for philosophy; it is rather “the consummation 
of philosophy” (nkz 1: 3). In his early lectures on the topic of “phi-
losophy and religion,” Nishida goes so far as to claim that all great 
philosophies are at bottom philosophies of religion: “great philoso-

7. Quoted from Nishi Amane’s Hyakugakurenkan in Kitano 1997, 20.
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phies always arise out of a pro found religious heart. Philosophies 
that forget religion are shallow.… I think that all great philosophies 
are religious.” “It cannot at all be said,” he adds, “that the purely 
intellectual philosophies of the eighteenth century Enlightenment 
period were profound philosophies” (nkz 15: 176).

Moreover, Nishida is among those who consider there to be little 
room for any genuinely religious experience in Kant’s rationalized 
religion. In his “The Logic of Place and the Religious Worldview,” 
Nishida writes: 

I cannot find in Kant any recognition of the distinctive nature of reli-
gious consciousness as such.… Religion cannot be made to fit within 
mere rea son, blosse Vernunft. If one is to discourse on religion, one 
must at least possess a religious consciousness as a fact of one’s soul. 
(nkz 11: 373)

A mere philosophy-of-religion will end up reducing religion to a lesser 
realm of experience. “Religion is a fact of the soul (心霊上の事実). A 
philosopher should not attempt to fabricate [a theory of ] religion on 
the basis of their own system. A philosopher must explain this fact” 
(nkz 11: 371). In other words, “philosophers of religion” must begin 
by bracketing their theories and opening themselves to the fact of 
religious experience.

Nishida admits that one cannot speak about religion with some-
one who closes his eyes and ears to this fact; for “one cannot discuss 
colors with a blind man or discuss sounds with a deaf man.” Yet, to 
some extent at least, this religious consciousness is available to every-
one, just as every one, to some extent, can appreciate art without 
being themselves an artist. Moreover, according to Nishida, opening 
one’s eyes and ears to the fact of religion does not entail taking a 
leap of faith away from logic as such. He “cannot follow those who 
[dismiss religion] by saying that it is unscientific or illogical” (nkz 
11: 372). What Nishida attempts to do is to clarify the logic peculiar 
to the religious worldview—a “logic of place” (場所の論理) as a logic 
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of “absolutely contradictory self-identity” (絶対矛盾的自己同一) that 
breaks beneath and encompasses the “objective logic” (対象の論理) 
of the modern scientific worldview.

Nishida’s ambivalent unification of philosophy  
and zen: the fecundity of an impossible desire

The relation between philosophy and Zen in Nishida’s 
thought has proven to be one of its most fascinating, if also provoc-
atively enigmatic, aspects. After all, is it possible to unite philosophy 
with Zen, and to do so without betraying the essence of either or 
both?

One day after class in 1912 or 1913 Morimoto Seinen—a young 
college student later to become a famous Zen master—asked Nishida 
the following question: “Did An Inquiry into the Good originate only 
on the basis of studying the texts of western philosophy, or was Zen 
practice or the experience of kenshō involved in its origination?” 
Nishida is said to have clearly answered that his book originated 
“from both” (Bantō 1984, 65).

Decades later, in response to a letter from Nishitani, Nishida 
wrote:

It is indeed true, as you say, that there is in the background [of my 
philosophy] something of Zen.… Although something like this is 
indeed impossible, I wish nevertheless to somehow unite Zen and philoso-
phy. This has been my heart’s desire (念願) since my thirties. (nkz 19: 
224–5, emphasis added)

In what sense did Nishida’s years of intense Zen practice lie in the 
back ground of his thought? In what sense did he wish to “unite Zen 
and philosophy,” while at the same time recognizing their essential 
differences?

In order to understand Nishida’s conception of the relation 
between Zen and philosophy, we must begin with his fear of being 
misunderstood. This concern was so strong that Nishida for the most 
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part chose not to speak at all of his Zen practice; and indeed, as the 
above letter goes on to say, he would “strongly object” to connecting 
his thought with Zen, inasmuch as this would be done by those who 
understand neither. Nishida’s concerns were surely not unwarranted, 
for there existed in his time as there exists today the temptations to 
either reduce Zen to, or think it a substitute for, philosophy. Suzuki 
Daisetsu and Miki Kiyoshi critically responded, in opposite direc-
tions, to these temptations. In his “How to Read Nishida” Suzuki, 
who strongly resisted the reduction of Zen to the level of philosoph-
ical discourse, suggested that “Nishida’s philosophy…is difficult to 
understand…unless one is pass ably acquainted with Zen experience 
(Suzuki 1988, iii). On the other hand Miki, although himself con-
cerned to somehow unify logos and pathos in philosophy, called for 
a more strictly theoretical approach to Nishida’s philosophy. Miki 
writes: 

First of all I think that, obviously, Nishida’s philosophy should be 
understood throughout as philosophy. Departing from this stand-
point of philosophy, and considering Nishida’s philosophy straight-
away in connection with religion or religious philosophy (宗教哲学), 
can in fact easily lead to misunderstanding. (Miki 1998, 144)

Suzuki’s and Miki’s views each has its point and its limitation. 
Miki is certainly justified in cautioning against simply bringing in 
religious experience as an arbiter in matters of philosophical discus-
sion. He does not doubt the profundity of Nishida’s religious experi-
ence, and yet he makes the pointed remark that “a philosopher with 
profound experience, be it artistic or religious, need not talk about 
it; it will show up of its own accord.” However, when Miki unam-
biguously concludes that “philosophy should be viewed theoretically 
as philosophy” (Miki 1998, 145), did his own enthusiasm for the aca-
demic rigor of western philosophy lead him to ignore the manner in 
which Nishida was attempting, not just to diligently work within the 
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parameters of the western theoretical stand point, but also to probe 
and ultimately call into question the limits of these parameters?

Precisely because of the radicality of Nishida’s attempt to bring 
philosophy into contact with Zen, we must be careful to explicate 
what this does and does not mean. Nishida’s desire was to bring Zen 
and philosophy together, without collapsing them into one another. 
In reducing Zen to philosophy, or philosophy to Zen, something 
essential to both would be lost, and the dynamically ambivalent 
space, in which Nishida lived and thought, would collapse shut.

Ueda Shizuteru depicts the gap between Zen and philosophy, the 
gap into which Nishida cast himself, as a “magnetic field” in which 
opposites both repel and attract one another, both supplement and 
call one another into question (cf. Ueda 1998, 168). Nishida did not 
seek to turn philosophy into Zen or Zen into philosophy, but rather, 
in Ueda’s expression, to place himself at the position of the “and” in 
the question of “Zen and philosophy.” This conjunction “and” marks 
the (dis)conjunctive hinge in what Nishida would call a relation of 
continuity-of-discontinuity (非連続の連続); the “and” holds the two 
sides both together and apart.

Ueda has interpreted the relation of Nishida’s philosophy to Zen 
experience according to the “discontinuous continuity” between 
three levels, namely: (a) the pre or proto-linguistic (言葉以前 or 
事–言) level of pure experience; (b) the Ur-satz (根本句) level of poet-
ical-religious expression; and (c) the level of philosophical discourse 
(cf. Ueda 1998, 183ff; 1992, 234ff; 1981, 71ff). It was Nishida’s great 
accomplishment to have brought all three of these into a dynamic 
and bidirectional relation. While the tradition of Zen had moved 
freely between (a) and (b), it had not yet undertaken the “metamor-
phic transplantation” (換骨奪胎) out of its original element into the 
realm of philosophical discourse. On the other hand, while other 
philosophical interpreters of Zen had been able to step back from 
(c) to (b), without actual Zen training they had not been able to 
make the “leaping step back” (飛躍的退歩) to level (a) (Ueda 1981, 
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76–7; 1992, 242). Moving in both these directions—from (a) all the 
way to (c) and from (c) all the way to (a)—Nishida opened up and 
maintained a magnetic field for “Zen and philosophy” as a “relation 
of bidirectional motility” (Ueda 1998, 230).

The fact that Nishida’s Zen experience lay in the background of 
his thought does not mean, therefore, that his philosophy unilat-
erally becomes a handmaid for the articulation of Zen doctrine. In 
Nishida’s philosophy-of-Zen, philosophy does not simply abnegate 
its autonomy and straightaway become a philosophy-of-Zen. As 
Ueda points out, Nishida explicitly refused to reduce his philosophy 
to a unilateral explication of Mahayana Buddhism or Zen experi-
ence. Nishida writes: “I am not reasoning from the standpoint of 
religious experience. I am giving a radical analysis of historical real-
ity” (nkz 9: 57). Nevertheless, at the end of its path a philosophy is 
prone to discover its origins. “It is not that I conceived of my way 
of thinking in dependence on Mahayana Buddhism; and yet it has 
come into accord with it” (nkz 14: 408; cf. Ueda 1998, 170). Perhaps 
this it why we find so many of Nishida references to Mahayana Bud-
dhism and Zen at the end of his essays, after he had exhausted his 
dialogical appropriation of the methods and insights of western phi-
losophers. It is also here, at the end of his essays, that we find numer-
ous elaborations on the relation between philosophy and religion.

Nishida on the contradictory identity  
of philosophy and religion

For example, in the 1928 essay “The Intelligible World,” 
Nishida develops his topology of self-awareness, with its system of 
enveloping universals, in dialogue with Kant, the German Idealists, 
and Husserl. If Nishida questions the limits of “objective logic,” he 
does not simply for sake logic as such; indeed he affirms that “phi-
losophy must thoroughly take the standpoint of logic” (nkz 5: 139). 
Even when, in the end, he questions the limits of dialectical reason 
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and phenomenology, this is not a rejection of logic as such, but an 
attempt to rethink it as embedded in a more fundamental awareness 
of life and reality. Life is not to be squeezed into the parameters of 
heretofore logic; logic is rather to be rethought according to a more 
profound experience of life. In a later text he writes:

We do not come to know our being alive by means of thought; but 
rather we think on the basis of this being alive.… What is called 
rational mediation (or thought) must be [understood as] included 
within our life. (nkz 8: 269)

Nishida’s logical reflections are meant to take us back to the point of 
becoming self-aware of a dimension of concrete life that exceeds and 
yet encompasses the mediations of rationality.

In “The Intelligible World,” in the course of his topological 
return to this more profound level of experiencing reality, there ulti-
mately comes a point where logic (as the articulation of form) gives 
way, letting itself be enveloped by a translogical topos of the Form-
less. Logic, as the self reflective articulation of phenomenal form, is 
located within the “form of the Formless,” the place wherein forms 
take shape without their being a shaper. “That which envelopes even 
the universal of intellectual intuition, and which serves as ‘place’ for 
our true self, may be called the ‘place of Absolute Nothingness.’ It 
can thus be thought of as religious conscious ness” (nkz 5: 180). Phil-
osophical knowledge takes place in this place of Absolute Nothing-
ness, but its concepts can say nothing of this place itself. “Of the 
content of religious consciousness itself, one can only refer to reli-
gious experience,” for it “essentially and completely transcends our 
conceptual knowledge” (nkz 5: 181–2).

There is nevertheless here a “point where religion and philoso-
phy touch each other.” The religious standpoint on its own is mute; 
it is philosophy’s role to “reflect” on the structure of reality envel-
oped in the self determination of Absolute Nothingness. “From this 
standpoint of knowledge which has transcended all knowledge, it is 
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pure philosophy that clarifies the different standpoints of knowledge 
and their specific structures.… The standpoint of philosophy is that 
of the inward self reflection of the religious self ” (nkz 5: 183).

While “The Intelligible World” belongs to Nishida’s mid-
dle period of writings, before he had completed his turn from an 
orientation from the standpoint of the self to an orientation from 
the standpoint of the dialectical historical world (cf. nkz 7: 203), 
his understanding of the relation between religion and philosophy 
remains in many respects consistent throughout his writings. In 1940 
he writes that philosophy and religion converge with respect to the 
“basic fact” of the origination of historical reality as absolutely con-
tradictory identity. And yet, he continues,

this does not mean that philosophy and religion are immediately 
one. Religion begins with the self-awareness of this basic fact and is 
the standpoint wherein this fact thoroughly becomes the fact itself. 
Philosophy too begins from here, and yet is the standpoint wherein 
the fact reflects on the fact itself. We can say that these are the two 
opposing directions of the fact which determines itself in absolute 
contradiction. (nkz 10: 121)

Religion stays with the fact itself, intensifying the direct experi-
ence of life and reality. Philosophy too must stay in touch with this 
basic fact of existence; and yet it must at the same time step back far 
enough to reflect on the structure of this basic fact’s occurrence. Phi-
losophy draws on the intuitive grasp of reality found most intensely 
in religious experience. On the other hand, religion, at least a reli-
gion that entails the self-awareness of concrete reality, calls on phi-
losophy to articulate the logic of its structure. Nishida’s lectures on 
the relation between philosophy and religion also end with the claim 
that religion and philosophy should mutually augment one another. 
He writes:

Philosophy is intellectual knowledge (知識); it is academic learning  
(学). But in contrast to regular sciences, which are based on certain 
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hypotheses or presuppositions (仮定), philosophy seeks to dig down 
further beneath these presuppositions and, unifying them according 
to what is immediately given, return to their origin. However, that 
which is immediate, truly concrete, and originary, is in fact the con-
tent of religion. At this point, philosophy and religion converge. But 
philosophy seeks to illuminate this conceptually, while religion expe-
riences it, and seeks to live it directly. It is therefore the case that great 
philosophy contains religious content, and great religion contains 
philosophical reflection. (nkz 15: 147)

Nishida’s conception of philosophy, in short, is neither identi-
cal with nor separable from his conception of religion. Philosophy 
involves a double movement: a discursive advance (or rather “radical 
decent”) towards, and a reflective step back from religious experi-
ence. On the one hand, philosophy, by digging beneath the presup-
positions of science and everyday cognition, leads back towards reli-
gious experience; on the other, philosophy steps back from this most 
intimate experience of life and reality and reflects upon it, attempt-
ing to articulate its logical structure.

Nishida calls the most fundamental logical structure of the 
world an “absolutely contradictory self-identity” (絶対矛盾的自己
同一) between the One and the many, or, in religious terms, the 
“inverse correspondence” (逆対応) between the self-negating infinite 
Absolute and the self-negating finite individual. 

Nishida draws not only on Zen, but also on Shin Buddhist as 
well as Christian sources to articulate this notion of “inverse cor 
respondence.” However, lest we remain tempted to assimilate Nishi-
da’s “philosophy-of-religion” into ready made western models for rec-
onciling faith and reason, let us highlight here and in the following 
section two central characteristics of Nishida’s thought that clearly 
reflect his orientation to and from Zen Buddhism: (1) a return, by 
way of “immanent transcendence,” to “radical everydayness”; and (2) 
an appeal to the self-negating “practice” of self-awareness.
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Nishida writes: “When we truly enter thoroughly into the con-
scious ness of Absolute Nothingness, there is neither ‘I’ nor God. 
And because this is Absolute Nothingness, the mountain is moun-
tain, the river is river, and all beings are just as they are”(nkz 5: 182). 
For Nishida, true religious experience involves neither an extra-ordi-
nary mystical intuition (which he calls “a worthless piece of excess” 
[nkz 10: 120]) nor a devotional worship of a transcendent personal 
being. As he states in “Prolegomenon to a Philosophy of Praxis,” reli-
gion must be thought of as “the factual basis of our everyday life” 
(nkz 10: 120).

In his final essay on religion, Nishida stresses that this most fun-
damental standpoint of “the self-determination of the absolute pres-
ent” lies on the extreme opposite pole to the otherworldliness of a 
Neoplatonic mystical union with the One; it refers rather to a stand-
point of “radical everydayness” (平常底) (nkz 11: 446). “Religion,” 
in Nishida’s understanding, does not depart from what Zen calls 
“the ordinary mind” (平常心); it is a matter of trans-descendence to 
the root of everyday life (nkz 11: 454). Hence, the sense in which 
Nishida’s thought leads to or draws on “religious experience” must 
be understood as fundamentally different not only from a theology 
that appeals to the authority of scriptural revelation, but also from a 
religious philosophy that purports to speak from the standpoint of a 
privileged intuition of a supra-mundane realm.

Nishida on the ego-negating practice  
of self-awareness

Nevertheless, there is a sense in which the provocative 
ambivalence of Nishida’s philosophy-of-religion challenges the lim-
its of modern academic discourse—namely, in its call for a practice 
of self-awareness by way of “self-negation” (自己否定). An engaged 
practice of self-effacement is necessary in order to break through 
the walls of egocentric subjectivity. While Nishida’s philosophy con-
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sistently eschews otherworldly transcendence, it does entail a radi-
cal path of what he calls “immanent transcendence” (内在的超越), 
wherein the absolute freedom of its unfathomable depths the self 
transcends the determinate forms of its being and inversely corre-
sponds to the Nothingness of the Absolute (cf. nkz 11: 448–9; cf. 
434, 463). This path of internal transcendence involves radically step-
ping back beneath the ego-subject to what Bankei calls “the unborn 
Buddha-mind” (不生の仏心). According to Nishida, “while religion 
is a matter of penetrating to this unborn Buddha-mind, philosophy 
must take its starting point from the fundamental self-awareness of 
this stand point.” Reorienting philosophy from this starting point 
demands nothing less than “a conversion of standpoint” which over-
turns the “subjectivism from which modern philosophy is unable to 
free itself ” (nkz 10: 123).

“Only by negating the self completely does one comes to know 
the bottom of the self ” (nkz 5: 172). In the end, this entails a reli-
gious demand: “In negating the self absolutely, there is seeing with-
out a seer, and hearing without a hearer. Reaching this point is the 
religious ideal; this is what is called liberation (解脱)” (nkz 5: 179). 
Only a seeing and a hearing that has freed itself of the distorting 
filters of egocentric subjectivity can clearly perceive the mountain as 
mountain, and the other as other. This trajectory of thought, we may 
surmise, inevitably led Nishida to turn from whatever remnants of 
subjective idealism may have remained in the middle period of his 
thought to his later attempt to think from the self-determination of 
the dialectical world itself:

It is not that we merely see the world from the self. Rather, the self 
is thought of within the historical world.… Every standpoint of 
subjectivism, by taking its point of departure from the self of abstract 
consciousness, beclouds our vision. (nkz 11: 447)

It is not the case, however, that Nishida proposes trading in the 
particular standpoint of the existing individual for an abstract vision 
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of the world sub specie aeternitatis; seeing without a seer does not 
entail a view from nowhere. According to Nishida, the more we open 
ourselves, by way of immanent transcendence, to Absolute Nothing-
ness, the more we become truly unique individuals, acting on and 
intuiting the world from a particular point; we become self-aware 
and creative focal points of the self-determination/limitation (自己限
定) of Absolute Nothingness. Absolute Nothingness is nowhere out-
side the interaction of singular events and individuals. The world, 
in other words, is itself essentially an “absolutely contradictory 
self-identity of the encompassing One and the individual many” 
(nkz 9: 332). As individuals of this world, we too are thoroughly 
self-contradictory beings, finite self-determinations of the Infinite. 
And it is precisely when we become self-aware of this self-contra dic-
tion that we become truly creative and responsible individuals.

In the concluding chapter of his 1939 Philosophical Essays iii, 
Nishida stresses the “religious practice” needed to fully realize this 
standpoint.

By delving into the origin of this self-contradiction of the self, we 
obtain true life from the standpoint of the absolutely contradictory 
self-identity. This is religion. There must be an absolute negation here, 
what is called the religious practice of forfeiting one’s body and spirit. 
This is not a matter of thinking logically or acting morally. For this 
rea son Dōgen speaks of sitting in zazen as the casting off of body 
and mind; in other words, it must be a matter of religious practice (宗
教的行) (i.e., what Dōgen means when he says: “One should learn the 
step back which turns the light around”). (nkz 9: 332)

Religious practice, in the end, reaches beyond both pure and 
practical reason. Nevertheless, this religious standpoint does not 
simply discard thought and morality; it is their radicalization and 
their wellspring. “Academic learning and morality too must be a 
matter of religious practice” (nkz 9: 333).

Yet what would it mean to philosophize as a matter of “religious 
practice”? Elsewhere Nishida gives us some indications in this regard, 
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namely, in his call for a return to and a radicalization of Descartes’ 
method of doubt. Descartes is said to have “denied (否定した) every-
thing from a standpoint of self-awareness” (nkz 11: 161–2). In this 
sense, Nishida affirms:

The method of philosophy must be thoroughly Cartesian. It must be 
thoroughly a matter of becoming self-aware through negation (否定
的自覚), and analysis of self-awareness (自覚的分析).… Philosophy is 
a matter of learning how to deny the self, that is to say [in Dōgen’s 
terms], a learning how to forget the self (哲学は自己を否定すること、自
己を忘れることを学ぶのである). (nkz 11: 173–4)

Nishida returns to his eastern roots in an attempt to articulate a 
philosophical practice of realizing a more profound, and profoundly 
open, dimension of the self by way of self-negation. Indeed, he goes 
on to say that “in this great turning point in world history, we need 
to thoroughly did down to the base of Japanese culture and build up 
our thought on a great and profound basis” (nkz 11: 174), a basis that 
would bring together east and west, embodied experience and logical 
reasoning.

Nishida’s references to Dōgen in the context of discussing 
Descartes’ method of doubt remind us of the “Great Doubt” (大
疑) in Zen, a connection that Nishitani will later make explicit. 
Yet from the perspective of Zen’s practice of Great Doubt—which 
aims to break through the bottom of the self-conscious “ego” to an 
embodied ek-stasis into the “ten directions” of the extended world—
Nishitani sharply criticizes the limits of Descartes’ method of doubt. 
“This methodical doubt,” he writes, “was not doubt in its authentic 
sense, a doubt which grips one’s whole body mind, in which the self 
and all other things in their entirety become one big question-mark, 
as is the case with the ‘Great Doubt’ in Zen” (nkc 11: 15). Elsewhere 
Nishitani writes that the self-conscious ego on which Descartes 
grounded his philosophy marks not only the limits of his thought, 
but the essential problem of modern humanity as such. “If we grant 
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that Cartesian philosophy is the prime illustration of the mode of 
being of modern human being, we may also say that it includes the 
fundamental problem lurking within this mode of being of the mod-
ern ego self ” (nkc 10: 25).

According to Nishida as well, Descartes did not pursue far 
enough the radical trajectory of the method of doubt. “He did not 
reach the true standpoint of self-awareness through negation” (nkz 
11: 161; cf. 158). He remained within the presuppositions of subjective 
logic and modern metaphysics. In contrast to Descartes’ self-ground-
ing cogito, for Nishida, “the self-evident fact which we in the end, try 
as we might, cannot doubt, is the fact of the contradictory self-iden-
tity of the self and things, outside and inside” (nkz 11: 162). It is 
this originary fact of the dynamic intertwining of self and world that 
Nishida attempts to articulate with such notions as “acting-intu-
ition” (行為的直観) and “from the created to the creating” (作られ
たものから作るものへ). Knowledge of things takes place not by stand-
ing aloof and representing them as objects for a disembodied con-
sciousness, but by engaging with them in praxis, by acting on them 
and letting them act on us. This demands a standpoint of “knowl-
edge-sive-practice, practice-sive-knowledge” (知即行、行即知, nkz 10: 
439). The dynamic non-dualism of this dialectical intertwinement 
of self and world essentially involves seeing and acting through the 
mediation of the body,8 for, standing in the midst of the world, “our 
self exists in the manner of the ‘oneness of body and mind’ (心身一
如) and acting-intuition” (nkz 10: 438; cf. 158–9).

One may note the significant similarities here with Merleau- 
Ponty’s phenomenological return to what he calls the “primacy 
of perception,” the embodied intertwinement of self and world 
that preexists Descartes’ dualism of res cogitans and res extensa (cf. 
Merleau-Ponty 1981, 89). And yet, as Yuasa Yasuo has pointed out, 

8. Cf. nkz 10: 442. On the central role of the body in Nishida’s thought, cf. nkz 
8: 271, 307ff.
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the eastern notion of “oneness of body and mind” is not merely a 
phenomenological description of an always already given state of 
existence, but is more specifically a normative ideal that must be 
achieved by means of “practices of self-cultivation” (修行) (cf. Yuasa 
1989, 194–5). According to Yuasa, Nishida himself did not suffi-
ciently clarify the role such practices play in the transformation from 
inauthentic everyday dualism to the authentic non-dualism of radi-
cal everydayness (cf. Yuasa 1990, 89ff ). Perhaps Nishida was wary of 
calling into question the limits of modern-western academia before 
it was firmly established in Japan. In any case, despite the many sig-
nificant textual passages we have examined above, Nishida did not 
thoroughly elucidate the provocatively ambivalent relation between 
a philosophy of self-awareness and embodied practices of awaken-
ing. This task was left to his successors such as Nishitani Keiji.

Nishitani on the need for an embodied practice  
of knowing

Nishitani wrote that, while “Nishida’s philosophy takes 
for its standpoint a radical realism where the standpoint of what we 
normally think of as the ‘self,’ namely the self of consciousness (or 
reflection), has been broken through,” he did not sufficiently explain 
how this break through takes place (nkc 9: 247–8). For Nishitani, 
both the problem of the willful everyday ego, and the practice nec-
essary for breaking through this inauthentic everyday standpoint, 
needed to be more explicitly thematized. And while it is surely an 
exaggeration to say that Nishida “made no mention of the momen-
tous question of the relation between religion and philosophy” (nkc 
9: 249) (as we have seen, Nishida did thematize this relation in both 
his early and later writings), Nishitani can indeed be credited with 
explicitly addressing this relation, and with unambiguously embrac-
ing its ambivalence.
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Nishitani’s attempt to philosophically reflect on/from “the 
standpoint of Zen” enacts a step back to some of the fundamen-
tal ambivalences in the encounter between western philosophy and 
eastern practice. The dualism of the modern worldview, Nishitani 
points out, along with the reduction of knowledge to a purely cere-
bral affair, has effected a “personality split” in the west, a split that 
the Japanese have inadvertently imported underneath the shining 
surfaces of western modernity (cf. nkc 20: 57–8). Nishitani traces 
this split to a falling into oblivion of the connection between knowl-
edge and “practice” (行).

In a seminal essay entitled “What is Called Practice,” Nishitani 
writes:

A state of affairs that fundamentally characterizes the so-called early 
modern and modern historical times periods is found in the fact that 
the element of “practice” has been dropped from the formative path 
of human beings. In particular with regard to the intellect, a know-
ing of “objective matters,” an objective knowing represented by sci-
ence has become dominant, and the dimension of knowing where the 
investigation of objects and the self-investigation of the subject are 
inseparably bound together has been closed off. (nkc 20: 54)

In the more originary dimension of knowing of which Nishitani 
speaks, “the direction inward” and the “direction outward” are tied 
together without being simply identical; they are “two and yet one” (
二つで一つである). “The apprehension of a state of affairs at the same 
time implies self-knowledge; indeed from the start this knowledge 
operates at the dimension of a ‘unity of subject and object’ (主客合
一)” (nkc 20: 54). The “unity” spoken of here does not entail a simple 
identity, but it does imply that the dualistic separation of subject and 
object is an a posteriori alienation from their a priori mutual impli-
cation; the standpoint of dualism is a post factum alienation from the 
standpoint of an originary intertwinement of self and world.
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At the level of this originary non-dualism, “knowledge can only 
come about in unison with embodied practice, in the manner of ‘the 
oneness of body and mind’ (心身一如的に).” In actively engaging 
with a matter at hand, “one understands it with one’s whole body 
and mind, and this knowledge at the same time entails a self-knowl-
edge of the whole body and mind.” It is for this reason, Nishitani 
writes, that in the east one spoke of “the unity of knowledge and 
practice” (知行合一) (nkc 20: 55). Nishitani finds this conjunction 
of knowledge with embodied practice in various aspects of Japanese 
culture, aspects which are all too quickly dis appearing with the 
progress of modernization/westernization. At the profoundest level, 
he finds this originary dimension of practice-sive-knowledge in the 
practices (修行) of the Buddhist Way (仏道). He writes that “practice 
(行) is a matter of going along the Way (道を行くこと); and at the same 
time, the practice of going along the Way is itself the Way” (nkc 20: 
61). The Way leads to the non-duality of sincerity-sive-truth (まこと), 
that is, to a dimension where things show themselves in their truth 
only to one who has undergone an existential practice of sincerity, a 
practice that can only be done with the whole body and spirit.

Nishitani’s unambiguously ambivalent  
philosophy-of-zen

Nishitani was led (back) to this standpoint by way of both 
philosophy and Zen. Indeed, Nishitani’s personal and philosophical 
path can be understood as an attempt to recover, in the contempo-
rary historical situation, this mutuality of knowledge and practice. 
The problem of nihilism became the focus of his attention,9 to begin 
with as a problem that he painfully felt as a personal existential crisis. 
He later became convinced that the problem of nihilism lies “at the 

9. For a fuller account of the path of Nishitani’s philosophy-of-Zen as a topological 
trans-descendence through the field of nihility to the field of śūnyatā, cf. Davis 2000 
and 2004.
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root of the mutual aversion of religion and science,” and “contains 
something difficult to solve solely from the standpoint of religion, 
or solely from the standpoint of philosophy,” at least insofar as these 
remain disconnected from one another (nkc 20: 193–4). Having 
chosen a career as a professional philosopher, Nishitani recalls that, 
no matter how much philosophy he studied, he could not rid him-
self of a certain anxious feeling of disconnectedness from reality; it 
was as if his feet were not touching the ground, or as if he were a fly 
bumping up against the glass of a window pane, unable to actually 
go outside and directly encounter the world. It was the impotence 
of theoretical philosophy alone to solve this crisis of disconnected-
ness that led him to take up the practice of Zen. And sure enough, 
after some time of sanzen practice, the feeling went away (Nishitani 
and Yagi 1989, 57–60). In this manner, Nishitani writes, “in my case 
western philosophy became connected with the ‘practice’ (行) of 
Zen” (Nishitani 1988, 29).

Nishitani did not understand this journey through western phi-
losophy to Zen only as the direction of his personal solution, for he 
took his own existential plight to be a sign of the nihilistic times. In 
such times, Nishitani contends, it is necessary for philosophy itself 
to undergo a transformation. In an essay entitled “Christianity, Phi-
losophy and Zen,” Nishitani explicitly calls on philosophy to open 
itself, beyond the limits of “theory,” to the embodied experience of 
Zen. There he writes:

Philosophy has in general remained stuck at the level of “theory,” 
and has not been a [genuine] inquiry into the self. The “theoretical” 
stand point of “seeing” (見) or “viewing” (観) could be said to lie at a 
halfway point on the way to what in Zen is called: “Pointing directly 
at the human heart/mind; seeing into one’s nature and becoming a 
Buddha” (直指人心、見性成仏).… [Here we find] both the nearness 
and the difference between the fundamental character of Zen and 
that of philosophy.… In Zen, the essential limitations of the stand-
point of “theory” are raised into sharp awareness, and the standpoint 
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of “theory” is sublated into the “seeing” and “viewing” of one who is 
awakened. The content of “theory” is transformed into the content of 
“awakening” (覚). (nkc 11: 222–3)

Theory remains at the level of “a painting of a rice cake” or a 
“finger pointing at the moon,” while Zen brings us into direct con-
tact with their reality. Hence, Nishitani urges, “must not philosophy 
too take a step for ward from its heretofore basic standpoint, and 
proceed a step in the direction of its connection with Zen?” (nkc 11: 
223). Theoretical reason must lead beyond itself to experience; for, 
as Nishitani writes elsewhere with regard to “the limits of reason”: 
“Direct embodied experience can encompass the intellectual under-
standing of reason, but the intellectual understanding of reason can-
not substitute for embodied experience” (nkc 20: 13).

In such contexts, Nishitani clearly asserts a certain ultimate pri-
ority of Zen experience over philosophical theory. However, this 
should not be taken to mean that he wishes to unilaterally assimilate 
philosophy to the tradition and institutions of Zen Buddhism. As 
Nishitani made very clear in a remark to Jan Van Bragt, he wished 
to be considered a philosopher, and not religious thinker who “pro-
vided Zen with a natural theology” (Van Bragt 1989, 9). Buddhism 
in general, he wrote, is faced with a “double task,” that of “moderniz-
ing and at the same time postmodernizing” (nkc 17: 140). For these 
tasks it needs philosophy as critic, and not just as messenger.10

Horio Tsutomu has expressed this bidirectionally of Nishitani’s 
thought as follows: 

On the one hand, Nishitani thoroughly applies philosophical reflec-
tion over against the traditional standpoint of traditional “Zen.” On 
the other hand, in letting the standpoint of “Zen” reflect itself within 

10. In particular Nishitani criticizes Buddhism for its lack of historical conscious 
ness, and for lack of attention to other basic aspects of the modern world, including 
social ethics, natural science, and the problem of technology. Cf., for example, nkc 17: 
142, 149.
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philosophy, he carries out a thorough self-criticism of philosophy 
itself. (Horio 1997a, 306)

Maintaining the bidirectionally of this philosophy-of-Zen meant 
holding the two sides apart even as he brought them together. Insofar 
as it is the same person who undertakes the two disciplines, Nishitani 
acknowledges, they will inevitably affect one another (Nishitani 
1988, 29); but they should not be prematurely conjoined, and should 
never be simply conflated.11

In the Preface to his The Standpoint of Zen, Nishitani explains 
the role of philosophy as that of a two-way mediator between Zen 
and the every day world. He writes of

proceeding on a path from the pre-philosophical to philosophy, and 
then further from philosophy to the post-philosophical. Yet at the 
same time this implies the reverse direction, in other words, a return 
path from the standpoint of the “practice” of Zen, through the stand 
point of philosophy, and back to the place of the pre-philosophical. 
(nkc 11: 8)

Nishitani not only urges western philosophers to take a step for-
ward towards Zen; he also claims that today Zen needs to “reflect 
itself ” through philosophy in order to speak to the contemporary 
world (nkc 11: 6). Nishitani is said to have described his life as a 
circling practice of “thinking, then sitting; sitting, then thinking” 
(Horio 1997b, 22)—an image that poignantly expresses the dynamic 
bidirectionally of the path of his unambiguously ambivalent philos-
ophy-of-Zen.

Having focused on the specific cases of Nishida and Nishitani, 
this exploration of the provocative ambivalences in Japanese phi-
losophy of religion reaches the following conclusion. These philos-
ophies-of-religion cannot be dismissed as residues of a premodern 

11. Nishitani reportedly gave his student Horio Tsutomu, who was beginning the 
practice of Zen, the same advice that he himself had received from Nishida: “Pursue 
philosophy as philosophy and Zen as Zen” (Horio 1992, 95).
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failure to emancipate philosophy from religion. Rather, their ulti-
mate aim should be under stood as nothing short of articulating a 
dynamic thinking-of-practice as a possible postmodern way of life. 
At the very least, they certainly succeed in provoking us to rethink 
the meaning—and the ambivalent relation between the terms—of 
the philosophy of religion.

I would like to dedicate this essay to Professor Horio Tsutomu, who helped 
introduce me both to the academic study of Japanese philosophy and to 
the practice of Zen. I would also like to thank the Japan Society for the 
Promotion of Science for a fellowship that enabled me to research and write 
this essay.
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Redefining Defining Philosophy
An Apology for a Sourcebook in Japanese 
Philosophy

James W. Heisig

Bertrand Russell opened his Outline of Philosophy by 
saying that the definition of philosophy varies ac-

cording to the philosophy one adopts.1 It is hard to take his words at 
face value without ending up skeptical of any definition at all. If the 
commonalities one finds in the variety of philosophies are only an 
extension one’s own initial assumptions about what counts as phi-
losophy and what does not, then those assumptions—as generous or 
stingy as they may be towards the variety—can only function if they 
themselves are exempted from criticism. Others may question those 
assumptions, but they only do so from other assumptions, which 
will be challenged by those who do not share them. There seems no 
escape from the circularity except to rise above the debate and pro-
claim that the only thing common to all philosophies is the certitude 
each of them has that they have defined the field correctly. Russell 
himself ignores the problem he raises, satisfied that it is enough to 
“define” philosophy as “an unusually obstinate attempt to arrive at 

1. Bertrand Russell, An Outline of Philosophy (Edinburgh, R. & R. Clark, Ltd.), 1.
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real knowledge” to bear on certain problems “not covered by the spe-
cial sciences.” 

Russell may have only been poking fun at the idea of gather-
ing all of philosophical thought into a single, comprehensive history. 
Yet when he came to composing his own history of philosophy fif-
teen years later,2 he made no attempt to disguise his starting point: 
philosophy—not western philosophy, but just philosophy—begins 
with Thales. Mention is made of Arabic philosophy in the middle 
ages and the arrival of Indian philosophies ancient and modern in 
nineteenth-century Europe, but it is only their appropriation by 
western thinkers that interests him. Most of it was excluded by rea-
son of his inveterate dislike for the way myth and religion stunts 
intelligence and an insistence that the history of philosophical ideas 
be told against the background of the social and political life runs 
throughout the book. These were also his grounds for rejecting what 
he knew of Japanese thought as the antithesis of philosophy.

The year after Russell’s history appeared, the first volume of 
Frederick Copleston’s massive History of Philosophy began to appear 
in print. His aim, as he put it, was to provide an objective account 
but to do so from a standpoint of Thomistic philosophy, which he 
did not hesitate to hold up as the standard of a philosophia peren-
nis.3 In his late years Copleston had a change of heart. The neglect 
of eastern ways of thinking did not seem as self-evident as it once 
had. In a series of lectures delivered in 1978 he tried to pursue the 
idea of introducing an “inter-cultural dialogue” into philosophy 
with specific reference to Islamic, Indian, and Chinese thought, con-
cluding in an understatement meant more to humble his own efforts 
than his convictions, that “if the east can learn from the west, as 
it undoubtedly can, we cannot exclude the possibility that the west 

2. Published in 1945 as A History of Western Philosophy (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1945).

3. Frederick Copleston, A History of Philosophy, vol. 1 (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 
1972), 10, 21.
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may have something to learn from the thought of other cultures.”4 
This was the starting point for his 1980 Gifford Lectures, later to be 
published as Religion and the One:

No sensible person would object to the attempt to broaden one’s hori-
zon and to understand different philosophical traditions, especially in 
a world in which people of different cultural background are becom-
ing more and more inter-dependent in a variety of ways.5

Two years after the publication of these lectures, he paid us at 
visit at the Nanzan Institute and held a colloquium in the subject 
“Metaphysics Today.” In the course of those comments, and during 
a lively discussion at dinner, he was reticent about defining philoso-
phy (except for a reference to Thomas Aquinas’ idea of the “general 
movement of the mind towards the divine” and its echoes in Karl 
Jaspers), but confirmed the point that philosophy had to be opened 
to other traditions. Twenty years on, there seem to be a few more 
sensible persons in western circles of professional philosophy than 
in Dr. Copleston’s experience. Still, I know of no definition of phi-
losophy coming from the east, even the most comprehensive, that 
has made the slightest impression on mainstream philosophy in the 
west.

I chose to contrast Russell and Copleston because their careers 
overlap at the point that western philosophy has begun to rub its 
eyes and have a second look at its own parochialism. We are now 
well along in the process, and the amount of published material 
attesting to the new mood is extensive. Even more striking than 
this shift of mood, however, is the fact that the shift is part of the 
western philosophy’s attempt to assimilate the non-west. In stronger 
terms, the underlying assumption that defining philosophy, however 
one defines it, remains a western prerogative is as tacit as ever. The 

4. Philosophies and Cultures (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), 170.
5. Religion and the One: Philosophies East and West (New York: Crossroad, 1982), 16.
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spectrum of opinion regarding the inclusion of non-western philos-
ophies reaches from the overtly intolerant to the extremely generous, 
but the overall effect on philosophies outside the western tradition is 
still disabling.

On the face of it, it would not seem to matter where the call for 
broadening the definition of philosophy comes from, as long as it 
succeeds. The closer one looks at this conversion—or perhaps bet-
ter, the further away from western philosophical circles one stands 
to look at it—the more apparent becomes the danger of seeing it 
as a western prerogative. Rada Ivekovic, a Yugoslavian Indologist, 
observes to the point:

The west has globalized its civilization by enforcing it on the rest of 
the planet. In order to be able to do so—because this constitutes a 
move of appropriation used both in history and in philosophy—it 
had to proclaim its civilization neutral and universal.… This global-
ization of the western model is a globalization much for the worse, 
and the more remote it is from the model-giver, the more degenerate 
it is. However, it is also a blind spot in the sense that the west does 
not seem prepared to acknowledge the cultural dissymmetry, or the 
arbitrariness of its universalistic claim.6

This scotosis is epidemic and there seems to be no cure in sight. 
As carefully as we diagnose it and as offensive as it is to the founding 
principles of critical thinking, it is so deeply rooted in the dominant 
institutions that allow philosophers to do what they do in public 
forum that even the mildest suggestion of reform seems impractical. 
If we are not merely to include non-western philosophies but to take 
the inclusion as an occasion to liberate the definition of philosophy 
from western control, there is no way to avoid a reform of the philo-
sophical academy as a cultural reality. 

6. Rada Ivekovic, “The Politics of Comparative Philosophy,” Beyond Orientalism: 
The Work of Wilhelm Halbfass and its Impart on Indian and Cross-Cultural Studies, ed. 
by Eli Franco and Karin Preisendanz (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1994), 223.
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For example, the reasons behind Renan’s somewhat overblown 
observation over a century ago that Thomas Aquinas owes practi-
cally everything to Averroes and Albertus Magnus to Avicenna7 have 
been reconfirmed by twentieth-century studies in Islamic thought. 
But this has not the slightest impact on the assumption that the 
condition for Islamic thought becoming philosophical is that it be 
assimilated into the western tradition. Extra academia, nulla philoso-
phia. As long as we accept that philosophy is a western discipline and 
that therefore the west holds the copyright on definitions and redef-
initions of it, philosophy’s universality remains radically unphilo
sophical. However freely philosophies from the east are allowed to 
blow freely through the thick iron bars of the western academy, phi-
losophy itself remains imprisoned. 

The reasons the bars remain in place have to do not so much 
with habits of thought as with habits of thinking about thought. 
Behind the rich variety of philosophical opinion, there is something 
like a form of the forms of philosophy that decides what can qualify 
as universal and what not. It is more than the merely epoch-specific 
frame of our thinking, what Foucault called the episteme, and more 
than a claim that all forms of philosophy are synchronic, cultural 
constructs. What is needed is an awareness that no form of philoso-
phy, and no group of forms, can stand apart from their conditions to 
dictate the form of the forms of philosophy. 

The habit of thinking that western philosophy is exempt from 
these conditions is difficult to locate without standing outside of it 
and at the same time having the deepest understanding of what it is 
to stand inside of it. Perhaps too difficult. Take the case of Nishida 
Kitarō and his successors. Although seeming to meet this qualifica-
tion of standing within and without western philosophy at the same 
time, in fact they do not. They fulfill the requisite conditions of 
outsiders in that their language and intellectual background is rad-

7. Ernest Renan, Averroes et l’averoesisme.
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ically distinct from that of Europe and the Americas, but they do 
not really qualify as insiders. They have harvested a remarkable crop 
of western ideas and became accustomed to consuming it in a most 
remarkable way, but they do not share the soil and climate in which 
the philosophies they worked with grew and flourished. Lacking 
that, they remained outsiders. A bridge to the east, to be, sure, but a 
bridge from the outside.

My suggestion is that solid insight into the habitual form in 
which we think about the forms of philosophy is not the starting 
point of a world philosophy but its consequence. It is only when 
traditionally non-western forms of philosophy have found their 
way into the habitual way we define of philosophy that we can, in 
hindsight, understand what it was that prevented us from doing so. 
Criticisms of western parochialism masquerading as universality are 
relatively easy to understand when it comes to global economics, 
more difficult when it comes to the globalization of human rights, 
and still largely opaque when it comes to the anatomy of knowledge 
itself. 

In an important sense the form of the forms of thought is only 
transparent after it has lost its dominance. At the same time, the loss 
of dominance means that it is no longer rooted in habit, and that 
in turn implies that it has lost its roots in the sentiment that must 
accompany rationality if it is to make any difference in the way we 
actually think, including the way we think about the past. A change 
of reasoning is not effected by reason itself; it always implies a change 
of heart. And the requisite change of heart, a metanoia, is not the 
fruit of legislation or institutional reform; rather, the opposite.

The redefining of philosophy, then, is not primarily a matter of 
hammering out an inclusive definition but rather of initiating a pro-
cess that results in a redefining. That said, habits—at least the more 
collective kind—do not change without a proper environment to 
stimulate the change and support it once it has taken place. And, let 
it not be forgotten, they are changed more easily in the young than 
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in the old. It is only natural, in the case of a tradition as old and 
revered as the philosophical, to think that a change of habit about 
what counts as philosophy and what does not should be decided by 
debate at the highest levels. I tend to think the opposite.

I recall being struck by a comment Nishitani Keiji made in a 
series of roundtable discussions held directly after the War.8 The con-
versation, as I remember it, was on Japan’s finding its place in the 
community of nations, and Nishitani added, almost parenthetically, 
that lasting cultural changes take place not at the core but at the 
fringes. In a sense the history of Japan’s interaction with the world at 
large is affected less by major exhibitions of the arts and international 
congresses that bring together Nobel laureates, or by major trade 
agreements, than by much humbler events too much on the border 
to be newsworthy. But it is in the border-towns that intermarriage, 
the give-and-take of languages and dialects, the introduction of new 
foods on the dinner table, and the crossbreeding of ordinary wisdom 
and religious practice is most likely to take hold naturally. As these 
syncretisms, so common in all civilizations, spread to other locales, 
they either batten and grow strong or become diluted and pass away. 
In any case, they change in the advance. In contrast, what is insti-
tutionalized at the center and diffused outwards never has quite the 
same sense of natural growth, is constitutionally disposed against 
change, and nearly always leaves the resentment of an imposition 
the further removed one is from the center, a resentment that often 
survives far into the future.

This brings us to the question of finding a place in philosophical 
academia where those engaged in the study of non-western thought 
can feel at home and contribute to the process of redefining what it 
means to think and teach and write in a tradition that includes the 

8. Roundtable discussion with Kōsaka Masaaki, Mutō Kazuo, Kuyama Yasushi, 
Endō Shūsaku, et al. Published as 戦後日本精神史 [Postwar Japanese Intellectual His-
tory]. Tokyo: Sōbunsha, 1961.
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western heritage but is no longer controlled by its history. It is clearly 
naïve to demand parity from the outset; better that parity be earned 
than that it be imposed in the name of academic egalitarianism. At 
the same time, as long as non-western philosophies have to contend 
with a nominal inclusion that makes it impractical to produce stu-
dents who have no prospects of finding employment, the chances of 
earning the stature to be heard within the academic word of philos-
ophy are slim. The realpolitik of the professional philosopher and 
the limits it imposes on nobler ambitions of philosophy are a heavy 
burden. The vast majority of departments of philosophy around the 
world may be ideal locations for a border-town environment where 
different traditions can interact, but the addiction to aligning oneself 
to the bias against non-western philosophies is every bit as strong as 
it is at the center of leading philosophical trends. 

I realize this is a very sweeping generalization, and that I am 
hardly the right person to be holding the broom, given that I have 
lived nearly all of my academic life outside of the western acad-
emy. But over the past twenty-five years scores of graduate students 
and professors of Japanese philosophy from around the world have 
found their way to the Nanzan Institute, and from them I have gath-
ered my impressions about the struggle to be heard. I know far too 
little to try to apportion blame for this state of affairs. It is enough to 
note that the process of redefining philosophy seems to be dragging 
its heels, and therefore that some kind of new stimulus is in order. 

The situation, let it be said, is not much different in Japan, where 
philosophical societies and universities departments lean so far to the 
west as to make one wonder whether the resistance to non-western 
philosophy is not stronger in Japan than it is in the west.9 Even as 

9. I have addressed this problem briefly in two essays published in the pages of 
the Kyoto University journal Japanese Philosophy: 哲学翻訳の脱聖化, 『日本の哲学』 
4 (2003): 45–65 [English version: “Desacralizing Philosophical Translation in Japan.” 
Bulletin of the Nanzan Institute for Religion and Culture 27 (2003): 46–62]; 日本の哲学
の場所： オウ米から見た, 『日本の哲学』 3 (2002): 126–40 [English version: “The Place 
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I write preparations are being made to host the sixty-third annual 
meeting of the Philosophical Association of Japan, whose contents 
look for all the world like a western congress—except perhaps that 
eastern philosophy is more poorly represented. The category “east-
ern philosophy” has existed in Japan since the Meiji era when it was 
introduced with a modified Dewey decimal system for library classi-
fication, but anything having to do with it is more likely to be found 
under the category of “Intellectual History” or classified as part of 
the general study of non-Japanese Asian languages and literatures. 
The most notable exception is Kyoto University, where the legacy 
of Nishida and his disciples continues to flourish, respected at arm’s 
length by the philosophical academy at large.

I assume that a different kind of stimulus is needed to begin a 
process of redefining philosophy in Japan, but if the revival of inter-
est in Kyoto school philosophy in the past decade in Japan is any 
indication, I fear that the principal stimulus will come from an 
awakening in the philosophical fatherlands of the west. While it is 
not impossible that a revolution in the definition of philosophy in 
Japan would echo favorably in the west, the barriers of language and 
culture are still too high to expect much in this regard. In any event, 
it is the place of non-western philosophies in the west that concerns 
me here. 

The first step in the process of redefining philosophy, it seems 
to me, is to make the choice for the reading of non-western philos-
ophies more available and more appealing for teachers and students 
within the academic framework of philosophy. Even if the track is 
shorter and narrower than the full and broad course of western phi-
losophy, it should run parallel to, not outside of, the accepted uni-
verse of philosophy. The number of specialists qualified in non-west-
ern philosophies is large in many countries of the west, rising in oth-
ers. Assuming that these teachers and scholars would perform with 

of Japanese Philosophy.” Japan Studies Review 8 (2004)].
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the same competence as their counterparts in classical philosophy, 
there is every reason to assume that students exposed to both, even 
if in disproportionate measure, would begin to intuit intersections 
and pursue them in higher studies. There is no risk in predicting this 
will happen; it has already started. Indeed, there is every indication 
that the response among teachers of philosophy to the challenge to 
intersect with other traditions not yet known in the west, and to 
reflect this in their published work, lags far behind the demand for 
it among those who will form the next generation of teachers of phi-
losophy. Those who hold in their hands the power to certify compe-
tence in philosophy have shown themselves more than competent at 
stifling this demand. The struggle for available funds and resources, 
as well as the natural inclination to direct students in what one 
knows best rather than in what one understands poorly, is no longer 
as self-evident an excuse as it once was. On the contrary, the dwin-
dling interest in philosophy in the west demonstrates that efforts to 
preserve the status quo are out of touch with the reality of how the 
study of philosophy can best play its role in today’s world. I am not 
so naïve as to suggest that redefining what counts as a course in phi-
losophy is any kind of a long-term remedy for what ails philosophy. 
I mean only that at present it seems to be more help than hindrance.

To take this first step, specialists in non-western philosophy 
teaching in western universities need texts, and need them in much 
greater variety than is presently available. Happily a number of gen-
eral anthologies and introductions on “world philosophies” have 
begun to appear in recent years.10 This is only a first step, of course, 
but it is hard to imagine a generation of students trained in these 
wider reaches of philosophical thought who do not carry these hab-

10. One thinks here of Eliot Deutsch and Ron Bontekoe, ed., A Companion to 
World Philosophies (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), and David E. Cooper, World Philosophies: 
An Historical Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996); and of more specialized books 
like Brian Carr and Indira Mahalingam’s Companion Encyclopedia of Asian Philosophy 
(London: Routledge, 1997).
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its of thinking over into their own teaching and research. It is surely 
such as they who will be equipped to take the next steps towards 
redefining philosophy for the professional academies and journals.

If this trend is allowed to continue and grow, and if the number 
of persons competent in the languages needed to read non-western 
philosophies grows in the west, the demand for more specialized 
source materials will keep pace. Obviously, to meet this demand, 
more translations will be needed. The linguistic barriers are still too 
overwhelming to expect the kind of dialogue that has taken place for 
centuries among the major languages of the western world.

In the case of the philosophical tradition of Japan, this entire 
process—the preparation of general introductions to non-western 
philosophies and the production of reliable translations—seems to 
have arrived at the point where energetic collaboration among schol-
ars, teachers, and publishers is not only necessary but more possible 
than it has ever been before. It is into this stream of activity that 
the proposal for a Sourcebook in Japanese Philosophy means to step. 
Painted in the broadest of strokes, the sourcebook is intended as 
an extensive anthology focused on principal philosophical thinkers 
from the eight-century “esoteric” Buddhist figure Kūkai down to the 
present. The aim is to give an overview of the varieties of Japanese 
philosophy set with the intellectual climate of their age, and to assist 
in relocating a wider range of figures traditionally confined to the 
categories of Buddhist, Shinto, or Confucian thought. 

The project is aimed at general students of philosophy and at 
those seeking orientation for future research. The more we have 
thought about the project, the clearer it has become that the mid-
dle way of high-level popularization is the only way to meet both 
aims. The celebrated seventeenth-century poet Bashō spoke of his 
“way of haiku” (俳諧の道) as a “difficult popularism” (不易流行), by 
which he meant that his art combined two distinct elements: the dif-
ficult discipline of thought and a natural and easily intelligible flow 
of composition. His ideal is ours. Unlike Bashō’s, ours not a task that 
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can, or even should be managed alone. The range of material is sim-
ply too vast. Only through the cooperation of scholars within Japan 
and from around the world can we hope to bring the plan to term.

The present conference is a step in that direction. It seemed 
to us that that best place to begin was with a survey of just how 
Japanese philosophy—in the broad and still indeterminate sense of 
the term—has been studied abroad, of how it is faring at present, 
and of what its prospects are for the immediate future. In particular, 
scholars from the French, German, English, Chinese, Spanish, and 
Italian language-worlds have been asked to provide overviews of their 
respective areas with an eye to clarifying the nature and extent of the 
demand for resource materials on Japanese philosophy. Although the 
Sourcebook is initially planned for publication in English, it is hoped 
that the preparations will eventually serve similar efforts in other lan-
guages.

Behind all these efforts stands a simple conviction: if an over-
view of serious philosophical thought in Japan, fitted out with con-
crete texts, were available, it would answer an immediate need and 
help stimulate new directions in the redefining of philosophy. To 
what extent that conviction is as reasonable as it sounds, and to what 
extent it may have been premature or misguided, is something that 
can only be known in the trying. For the moment, the signs that the 
time is right are tip to toe encouraging.

That conviction is not, to repeat, rooted in anything like a clear 
definition of philosophy. All we can say with any certainty at this 
point is that however philosophy be redefined, that definition has to 
be living, free, and inclusive. Does Japanese intellectual history add 
anything distinctive to the definition? Or does it merely restructure 
the familiar ingredients of western philosophy in a different way? If, 
in the end, it looks as if there is nothing substantial to add, then the 
“Japanese philosophical tradition” will continue to be perceived as it 
is today: piecemeal, incomplete, unable to stand on its own without 
the support of the west. This is something that cannot be decided by 
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definition in advance but only by a manifold and concerted conver-
sation with philosophies of the west. The Sourcebook is an aid to that 
conversation. 

William James once said that there is nowhere on earth you can 
stand from which the universe looks to be one. Unfortunately, the 
same thing cannot be said of philosophy, at least not yet. Our hope 
is that the Sourcebook will bring us a little closer to that day when 
philosophers east and west, north and south, will agree that the 
claim that philosophy is anything other than radically plural offends 
the very foundational spirit of philosophy.
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