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  Introduction


  Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) conceived one of the last systems of Western metaphysics, a work standing at its zenith and a perfection of its fundamental conceptions. Toward the end of his life, his system gave rise to a distinctive philosophical school that carried on his legacy in fields as diverse as metaphysics, theology, logic, philosophy of law, ethical and social theory, political philosophy, and theory of art. Hegelianism radiated from its native Germany to become a major philosophical current in Denmark, Norway, Holland, France, Italy, and the Slavic countries. It was received positively in America, as well, where its political and historicist aspects stirred interest initially among immigrant German populations of St. Louis and Cincinnati. Soon, the Hegelian wave reached philosophy proper, where it became a factor in shaping the thought of, for instance, Josiah Royce (1855-1916). In Great Britain, despite a spirited opposition to the speculative character of Hegel’s ideas, their metaphysical and methodological originality garnered a following of thinkers such as Thomas Hill Green (1836-1882), Edward Caird (1835-1908), and Francis Herbert Bradley (1846-1924).


  Because of its richness and complexity, Hegel’s system lends itself to many, often conflicting interpretations. A philosophically idealistic and politically conservative reading became the hallmark of “old Hegelians” whose ranks include Johann Karl Rosenkranz (1805-1879) and Kuno Fischer (1824-1907). These Althegelianer remained faithful to the teachings of the master, extending them further in established religious, ideological, and political directions. On the opposite end, the early 1840s witnessed the emergence of “new” or “young” Hegelians (Neuhegelianer or Junghegelianer) who used Hegel’s method to pursue goals increasingly at odds with his own. That later branch produced atheist, reformist figures such as Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-1872), Max Stimer (1806-1856), Bruno Bauer (1809-1882), and Karl Marx (1818-1883).


  In the second half of the nineteenth century, Hegel’s idealist system was eclipsed on various fronts by Neo-Kantianism, Bismarck’s (1815-1898) political realism, European and American positivism, empiricism, and pragmatism. But its developmental view of history, appreciation for the concrete reality of human existence, and unique method continued to conquer minds in twentieth-century Germany, Italy, France, Eastern Europe, and the United States. Hegel’s ideas found their way into the political theories of Marxism-Leninism and fascism, into existentialism and existential anthropology, phenomenology, literature, and aesthetics. The list of names directly or indirectly associated with Hegel’s philosophy includes Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911), Benedetto Croce (1866-1952), Ernst Bloch (1885-1977), Georg Lukacs (1885-1971), Martin Heidegger (18891976), Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980), Jean Hippolyte (1907-1968), Jean Piaget (1896-1980), and dozens of others.


  One example of the way Hegel’s ideas took hold far from his native Germany is their reception in modem Japan. His Phenomenology of Spirit1 was among the first few books in Western philosophy brought back to Japan by two scholars, Nishi Amane (1829-1897) and Tsuda Mamichi (1829-1903), from their trip to Europe in 1862.2 From 1877 on, American educator and orientalist Ernest Fenollosa (1853-1908) taught courses on the German philosopher at Tokyo Imperial University. Since the late nineteenth century, Hegel’s works have been translated into Japanese in advance of Kant’s, and the list of Japanese publications on his philosophy now fills over three hundred pages. The pace of publication accelerated since the hundredth anniversary of Hegel’s death in 1931, the year around which the growing popularity of his philosophy of history began to eclipse the interest in Neo-Kantianism dominating Japan’s philosophical circles until that time.


  There are several reasons for Japan’s fascination with Hegel. In the first few decades following the Meiji Restoration of 1868, the country held German culture in deep esteem and accorded it a place of honor in the state curriculum. Hegel was seen naturally as a major representative of German thought. Another reason lies in the scope and the character of his achievement. Hegel’s philosophy took upon itself the task of interpreting, according to its principles, everything known to man. It strived to provide a complete account of reality and to build up that account into a system. This could not but strike a sympathetic chord with the Japanese people, fond as they are of the tangible and the phenomenal, and please their sense for organization and exhaustiveness. Of appeal to the Japanese public was also Hegel’s theory of moral substance and objective spirit manifested in social forms. The philosopher’s appreciation for the socializing power of the community and its traditions, palpable in that theory, found resonance in the Japanese propensity to derive individual identity from the group and the community of one’s belonging. The social orientation of the Japanese held firm despite their avid but superficial experimentation with Western individualism and “subjectivity” since about the turn of the twentieth century. From the other side of the globe, Hegel’s views offered a soothing reassurance for a core Japanese value.


  While engaged in patient examination of one temporal aspect of reality after another, Hegel never lost sight of the ubiquitous presence of the eternal. That enduring focus was no less characteristic of his political philosophy, making it agreeable to the absolutist tendencies of the Japanese state of that time. Prevailing over numerous liberal subcurrents, the overall trend of early twentieth-century Japan was conservative. It favored the strengthening of national polity (kokutai), an immutable structure of the racially homogeneous family-state with the divine Imperial household at its center. Hegel’s politically conservative view of the absolute spirit developing through history toward the perfection of its own consciousness manifested in the state was syntonic with that ideology.3 Ironically, Hegel’s principles (recast in the Marxist form) were exploited in equal measure by the Marxist foes of the Japanese establishment.


  Japan’s Buddhist heritage fostered its appreciation for the affinities between Hegelian and Mahāyāna metaphysics. For Hegel, all beings are determined by otherness. More plainly, everything finite is by nature relative to something else; a thing is defined through the complex of its finite relationships. This quality was perceived to accord with the Mahāyāna notion of emptiness (śūnyatā), according to which things have no inherent nature or reality, except in a conventional sense. In particular, the Kegon school of Buddhism postulates mutual identity of phenomena that, while appearing to be possessed of independent existences, lack fixed boundaries and interpenetrate. Having their identities grounded in something other than themselves, yet maintaining their individuality, finite beings in both views can be characterized as both transcendent and immanent to themselves.


  One also notes the inner unrest and multiperspectivism of Hegel’s dialectic, which draws upon the notion of an ever-shifting and fluid nature of conceptual determinations. The dynamic character of dialectic helps loosen the separation between the relative and the absolute. In that, it brings to mind the three-truths (santai) teaching of Tendai Buddhism, which attempts to reconcile two opposite views—one that absolutely rejects the notion of an inherent reality of phenomena, and one that accepts them as provisionally realby postulating a middle way in which each view determines and offsets the other.4


  In its impact, Hege’s thought was not limited to delighting the Japanese public with its affinities with their cultural tradition; it became a powerful force shaping the nascent Japanese philosophy. This is particularly evident in the case of the Kyoto School, a collective name given to a succession of academics active at Kyoto University through a good part of the last century. Although the Kyoto Scholars did not form a school or organization in a formal sense, they shared a neo-Buddhist outlook and adherence to the tenet of absolute nothingness, an outgrowth of the Mahāyāna notion of emptiness. Hegel’s ideas and method played a role in forming their thinking, both directly and mediated through later Western figures captivated by Hegel. Nishida Kitarō (1870-1945), the first and foremost representative of the Kyoto School, is sometimes described squarely as a Hegelian. Hegel’s philosophical idealism also reverberates deeply in the work of many of Nishida’s disciples. To be sure, had their reception of Hegel taken the form of simple adoption or imitation, it would not be of much interest to us today. What makes the Kyoto School’s enchantment with Hegel intriguing is its strongly negative undercurrent. In contrast to the assiduousness with which the Kyoto Scholars assimilated Hegel’s philosophy, they were not always disposed to acknowledging their indebtedness to his ideas. Their overt attitudes toward Hegel ranged from willing embrace to contemptuous rejection, often shifting from one to the other within a single essay, if not in the course of a few pages. To ascribe these fluctuations to confusion or a lack of logical rigor would be a mistake; it would fail to do justice to the complexity of the motives involved. By taking a stand on Hegel, the Buddhist-leaning Nishida and his disciples were confronting a major current of Western intellectual history belonging to—all similarities notwithstanding—a very different tradition. When responding to it critically, they were defining their own distinctive position. Their ambivalence toward Hegel is a sign of self-assertiveness, and at the same time, of an unsettled attitude toward the West. A study of their responses to Hegel offers a glimpse into that attitude. Beyond that, it affords a vantage point from which to view their own philosophy of true reality and the diverse “dialectics” through which they define our place within it.


  A word is due about the choice of thinkers for discussion in this book. We look at Hegel’s reception by Nishida and two of his disciples: Tanabe Hajime (1885-1962) and Nishitani Keiji (1900-1990).5 The former was the successor to Nishida’s professorial post at Kyoto University, the latter Nishida’s intellectual heir who belongs to a younger generation and is generally regarded as the third in the Kyoto School’s order of importance. We do not consider anyone else. Certainly, a typical list of the “members” of the School——even if there is no single, definitive one—contains more than three names. Our goal, nevertheless, does not lie in historical completeness. We try, rather, to capture the most meaningful and typical, both in the Kyoto School’s extensive borrowing from Hegel and in its struggle at maintaining intellectual independence. A selection of three essential thinkers of the School is sufficient for this purpose.


  Another question concerns the introjection of the chapter on Nishitani, who was Tanabe’s junior, between those on Nishida and Tanabe. The reason lies in the preference we give the logical order of discussion over the chronological one. While operating within Nishida’s general philosophical framework, Tanabe voiced strong opposition to some of its specific presuppositions. He exhibited a similar degree of intellectual autonomy when agreeing with much of Nishida’s assessment of Hegel, yet diverging from him in the choice of the Hegelian themes he considered worthy of developing in his own work. In contrast, Nishitani walked largely in Nishida’s footsteps. He ventured into new areas of interest, but he always kept within the orbit of Nishida’s metaphysical assumptions. Lacking his teacher’s logical and systemic ambitions, Nishitani did not borrow from Hegel’s philosophy to the extent Nishida did. Yet indirectly, drawn to the mystical strain of Nishida’s thought, Nishitani did inherit through it the basic idealist presuppositions of Hegelianism. He also assimilated Nishida’s version of Hegel’s dialectical method. As for Nishitani’s critique of Hegel, it is well articulated but not pronouncedly original; it may perhaps be best regarded as an elaboration of Nishida’s own. In their general philosophical outlook, as well as with respect to Hegel, Nishida and Nishitani belong together; Tanabe stands somewhat apart. The order of the chapters reflects this configuration.


  The approach of this book is pronouncedly critical. Because of its focus on the Kyoto School’s interpretation of Hegel’s philosophy rather than on his philosophy as such, it is the Kyoto Scholars who receive the lion’s share of attentionand with it, of the critique. We respect their central claim that reality at its core is inexpressible and that it can be penetrated only in direct experience, experience that goes beyond the scope of normal consciousness and that eludes verbal expression. But we often wonder, on philosophical grounds, at the contentious way in which they advance that claim, so much so that on occasion we may appear to discount the uniqueness of their “Eastern” point of view. We also pay close attention to the way they try to harmonize their assessment of Hegel’s philosophy with their own teachings. What we seek in these teachings is not a demonstration of the superiority of direct experience over other forms of consciousness, but rather, to the extent possible, its rational interpretation. Critical analysis is the best tool at our disposal for assessing the success of the Kyoto School at that task, and it is hoped that its virtues will offset the inevitable biases involved in employing it.
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  1. System der Wissenschaft: Erster Theil, die Phänomenologie des Geistes (Bamberg und Würzburg: Joseph Anton Goebhardt, 1807). All subsequent references to Phänomenologie are to a later edition: Phänomenologie des Geistes, ed. Johannes Hoffmeister (Hamburg: Meiner, 1952). In English as The Phenomenology of Mind, trans. J. B. Baillie (New York: Harper &Row, 1967). The translation subsequently quoted as "Phenomenology.”
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  3. A construct in the Confucian tradition, kokutai ([image: ]) was given new life in the Meiji Constitution of 1889. A related concept is “Japanism” (nihonshugi [image: ]), an ideology supporting Japan’s imperialist ambitions. As noted by an intellectual of the period named Takayama Rinjiro ([image: ], also known as Takayama Chogyū [image: ] [image: ], 1871-1902), Japanism was influenced by Hegel’s idea of individual fulfillment through the state. Gino Piovesana, Recent Japanese Philosophical Thought, 1862-1962. A Survey (Tokyo: Enderle Bookstore, 1963), 60-61. Subjectivity: shutaisei [image: ].


  4. One view is correct only in conjunction with the other. One of the influential figures of the Meiji and Taishō periods who saw in Hegel an intellectual scion of Buddhism was Buddhist priest Inoue Enryō ([image: ], 1859-1919). In his eyes, the Hegelian synthesis of mind and matter was identical to the Tathāgata Buddha. Blocker and Starling, Japanese Philosophy, 133. Kegon: [image: ]. Santai: [image: ].Tendai [image: ].


  5. The Kyoto School: Kyōto gakuha [image: ] or Kyōto ha [image: ]. Nishida Kitarō: [image: ].Tanabe Hajime: [image: ]. Nishitani Keiji:[image: ].


  Chapter One

  Nishida


  According to some, the most prominent feature of Nishida’s philosophy is that it is—“Hegelian.” Yet Nishida’s first motivation as a thinker was to make sense of the world he saw through the eyes of a Zen practitioner, while Hegel had little to say about Buddhism and was cautious in matters of religious experience. Nishida displayed a romantic penchant for will, feeling, and irrational impulses. Hegel was dry and cerebral; he held reason for God and God for reason. What substantial affinities can possibly exist between the two men, so different from one another in temperament and philosophical interest?


  One thinks immediately of one. Religious experience sought in Zen practice transports the practitioner into a state of mind in which the world shows itself in a new light. Each type of experience, quotidian and religious, involves a different relation between consciousness and reality. Second to no other philosopher East or West, Hegel offered a penetrating insight into the dynamic of that relation, making himself relevant to Nishida in the area of the latter’s utmost concern. Despite Hegel’s foreignness in many other respects, it was natural for Nishida to assimilate this aspect of Hegel’s philosophy without difficulty.


  The point of departure for Hegel’s metaphysics is human consciousness. Through thinking, consciousness grasps reality in concepts that make up its content. Its activity determines individual objects by assigning to each a place in total reality. Things and events attain their foil identity first when they are reflected in thought. In that sense, they are sedimentations of processes of consciousness; they are products of self-reflection. Their character fluctuates according to the movement of their concepts. Knowledge of objects does not cross the mind-world divide. It occurs entirely within the framework of self-consciousness in which—despite the appearance to the contrary—subject and object are fundamentally inseparable. The objective world is determined by its own deeper, spiritual or subjective nature. Hegel refers to the latter as the absolute or absolute spirit. The physical, social, and historical dimensions of humankind are forms or objectifications of absolute spirit; the individual mind (subjective spirit) is its instantiation.


  The absolute is originally an undivided, undifferentiated whole. Spontaneously, it reflects on itself, generating its own objectification in the form of the natural world. The absolute now has two forms: spirit as such (subject) and spirit objectified (content or object). Disturbed by the inner separation, it starts evolving back into its initial state. Along the way, it encounters the familiar division in different forms at all levels of reality. But the further it comes, the more clearly the original unity shines through the division. At the highest level, spirit recuperates fully its inner harmony. Perfectly self-conscious, it realizes that its representations of the ostensibly external objects are in fact none other than these objects—the objects it now locates no longer outside, but rather within itself. With this realization, the inner partition is healed, and the long return of spirit to its unitary self comes to an end. This process is analogous to the ontogenetic development of the human mind, and with good reason: in its last stages, it becomes clear that the two, the human and the absolute spirit, are identical. Human consciousness at the highest level embodies the perfect unity of spirit’s knowledge of itself.


  As for Nishida, the essence of his philosophy can be expressed in one word: jikaku. Its literal meaning is “self-awareness” or “self-consciousness.” In his first major work, An Inquiry into the Good, Nishida speaks on the one hand of direct intuition and pure experience, and on the other, of reflective self-knowledge (jichi)1 The former are derived from the Zen Buddhist notion of fundamental insight (kenshō)—“seeing one’s nature, [which] means to penetrate to the roots of one’s own self,2 and through it, to the foundation of reality. The latter denotes the result of the subject addressing itself in thought, much the way the term “self-consciousness” has been often understood in the West. This latter sense of self-consciousness is distinct in the way Nishida uses the word jikaku in several works following An Inquiry.3 But in time, he gravitates back toward the Buddhist meaning. Particularly in his last complete essay, “The Logic of Place and the Religious Worldview,"4 the term takes on distinctly religious overtones. If one considers the pure experience of An Inquiry to be a precursor of jikaku, the concept forms an unbroken thread running through all periods of Nishida’s philosophy and uniting them in spite of their thematic diversity. In its most developed form, jikaku denotes the core of reality, the infinite source of our capacity to understand the world at the deepest level, or the state in which reality presents itself to us, directly and intuitively, in its truth. It signifies neither individual consciousness alone nor exclusively the external world, for it is their perfect unity—not as a simple conjunction of separate entities, but rather as an amalgamation of consciousness, its object, and the framework in which one knows or reflects the other.


  Originally an undifferentiated unity, jikaku spontaneously reflects on itself and thereby issues from itself a pair of opposites: consciqusness (subject) and its object. Reflection signals a shift from the mode of prerational, intuitive immediacy to that of conceptual thought. For the latter, the duality of consciousness and the external object constitutes a jarring contradiction. Jikaku launches itself in search for a remedy. It will find it in the recuperation of its initial state. The original unity is recovered only gradually as jikaku rises above layer after layer of conceptualization. In the process, it passes through several planes of reality (ultimately, levels of its own self-determination), at each of which the opposition between subject and object is progressively reduced. It disappears altogether on the final plane, where the objective aspect is folded back completely into subjectivity. Later in his career, Nishida will emphasize the role of the objective side of jikaku by turning his attention to history and social modalities of human life. But he will never cease to understand the world as an embodiment or expression of subjectivity.


  At the point where jikaku has resolved all contradictions, it can no longer be described through attributes. These can be associated only with objects, while jikaku now lacks any objective determinations. It can only be referred to as absolute nothingness. It is “the self that sees itself within itself”5 or selfconsciousness par excellence. Nishida’s primary goal is to penetrate the selfconscious or purely subjective side of jikaku through turning consciousness directly at itself and making it immediately accessible and transparent to itself. Rather than viewing it from the outside, as a biologist or psychologist would do, he wants to capture it in its very activity, from within its own process. Borrowing Husserl’s terminology, Nishida calls this aspect of consciousness “noetic” in distinction to the thought-of or objective, “noematic” aspect. But as he tries to grasp the subjectivity of jikaku, his medium of choice is philosophy. Philosophical expression involves logic and language. Through their use Nishida can only express the objectified aspect of consciousness, which falls short of what he has set out to achieve. To attain his original goal, Nishida needs a non-Aristotelian logic that accommodates contradictions. This is where Hegel proves to be of use. In order to analyze self-consciousness, which is a key concept also of his philosophical system, Hegel has developed a procedure that thrives on contradiction. With his dialectical logic, Hegel famishes precisely the tool that Nishida requires to deconcretize immediate, prereflective Zen experience into a viable philosophy. Along with the tool, Nishida adopts a good measure of Hegel’s metaphysical scheme. Behind differences in terminology, striking similarities of ideas are apparent even in a cursory comparison of their thought. Let us recapitulate three fundamental postulates that Nishida shares with Hegel: the conscious character of reality conceived as a self-determination of the absolute (however the latter may be defined); the extensibility of the human mind, through development based on self-reflection, into the absolute dimension; and the restoration of the primal subject-object unity once the absolute dimension has been reached.


  Nishida was well versed in Hegel’s work and delivered repeated lectures and seminars on his Science of Logic, Encyclopaedia of Philosophical Sciences, Phenomenology of Spirit, and Philosophy of Right. The profusion of explicit references to Hegel in Nishida’s publications, letters, and diaries testifies to the sway the philosophy of absolute spirit held over his own. Beyond the references, to establish specific aspects of Nishida’s thought definitively as borrowings from Hegel is a delicate matter. Where unequivocal evidence is lacking, one takes recourse to conjectures. These are acceptable, provided one proceeds carefully and remains mindful of two points. First, even terms as obviously Hegelian as “concrete universal” and “absolute spirit” may, upon reappearing in Nishida’s work, differ in nuance from the way they were originally employed. Sometimes, the difference is due to Nishida’s transformation of foreign notions into vehicles for
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