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Introduction

Nishida’s Critique of the
Religious Consciousness

The Gradual Framing of a Logic

Nishida Kitard, Japan’s premier modern philosopher, was
born in 1870. He grew to intellectual maturity in the final de-
cades of the Meiji period (1868-1912) and achieved recognition as
Japan’s leading establishment philosopher during his tenure as
professor of philosophy at Kyoto Imperial University in his forties
and fifties. After his retirement in 1927, and until his death in
1945, he retained his status as Japan's foremost academic thinker
through a constant stream of original publications. His collected
works, in nineteen volumes, show a pattern of publication of one
major title in every two or three years over an approximately
thirty-year period.!

Nishida's writings are a prism in which we can see refracted
the manifaceted atmosphere of Japanese philosophy in the first
half of this century. Nishida was both influenced by, and became
a formative influence on, the many waves of intellectual modern-
ization during this period. The special character of his career and
works is that they bear witness to a creative assimilation of a
complex range of philosophical values stemming from the con-
fluence of Eastern and Western civilizations taking place in his
own time. Indeed, together with the penetrating responses to this
same interaction of cultures by some of his contemporaries—
notably, such literary giants as Natsume Soseki (1867-1916) and
Mori Ogai (1862-1922)—Nishida’s works reflect a level of serious

intercivilizational encounter in the twentieth century which per-
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2 Introduction

regional studies, challenging the insularity of a merely Asian or a
merely Western cultural bias, to say nothing of the methodologi-
cal prejudices of particular academic settings.

Together with Husserl, Whitehead, Heidegger, Wittgenstein,
and other prominent philosophers of our times, Nishida’s stature
looms largest as an original thinker. His chief contribution to
twentieth-century thought is in the area of religious philosophy,
and in what he called the philosophy of religion. This volume

presents translations of the last two essays of Nishida’s long
| career, representing the culmination of his effort to articulate the
|[logic of the religious consciousness. What I am calling Nishida’s }
\/logic is the discursive form he came to employ to reflect philo-|
'sophically upon the Buddhist idea of “absolute nothingness.”si
But while the essays translated here exhibit the clarity in articu-
lation which Nishida achieved in the months before he died in

1945, it is important to note that his career-long endeavor to forge
viable categories to elucidate the essentially religious ground of
experience was characterized by a general reticence in regard to
Eastern religious texts. His employment of Eastern, and espe-
cially Mahayana Buddhist, concepts always proceeded obliquely,
and on a generic level of discourse that permitted encounter,
interresonance, and interramification with Western philosophical
concepts drawn from such figures as Aristotle, Plotinus and the
Christian Neo-Platonists, Spinoza, Leibniz, Kant, Hegel, Hus-
serl, and others. It was only in the last years of his career that
Nishida made explicit use of his own religious heritage to illus-
trate his views.#4

But again, the reader of these essays will note that Nishida's
philosophical strength does not consist in these references to
Buddhist sources. It lies rather in his continuing dialogue with
the Western philosophers Aristotle, Leibniz, Kant, and Hegel,
whose strategic positions in the history of philosophy are empha-
tically highlighted in Nishida’s many writings and incorporated
in Nishida's own logic. The various references in these essays to
religious thinkers such as Augustine, Luther, Pascal, and Kierke-

gaard, and to such an existentialist thinker as Dostoievski, are
interwaven with referencece to Ruddhict traditinne in a manner
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to only by working with what he saw as the contrasting require-
ments of the Aristotelian logic of “the subject that cannot be
predicate” and the Kantian logic of 'the predicate that cannot be
subject.” To resolve this impasse Nishida formulated a new logi-
cal paradigm through which he could articulate a doctrine of the
““contradictory identity’’ of the religious self, which he defined as
the '"true self” that “‘sees without being a seer and acts while
being nothing itself”” We shall see that Nishida's articulation of
this impasse, and his paradoxical definition of religious individu-
ality, involved a running commentary on the logics of Leibniz and
Hegel as well.

According to Nishida's conception of the options in logic
after 1927, the Aristotelian ‘‘subject that cannot be predicate”
entails a paradigmatic form of discourse in respect of objective
determination. Nishida refers to this discursive form as the logic
of the grammatical subject, or the logic of objects. In this frame-
work of objective intentionality the grammatical subject is a
material, or substantive reification—it signifies a something that
subtends its own predicates. This kind of discourse literally
makes a thing (res), a determinate being or essence in a noematic
sense. It is determinate precisely by virtue of including its predi-
cates, which characterize it predicamentally—that is, in relation
to all other spatial, temporal, and categorial positions in the
world.

To some extent Nishida’s reading of Aristotle here was medi-
ated by his adherence to Kant, and to Husserl’s concept of the
noema. What Nishida wants to insist upon is that in this presup-
position of objective intentionality every trace of an active know-
ing subject is absent. Taken to its logical conclusion by Spinoza,
the world as noematic determination becomes a single objective
essence. Nature (or God) becomes the ultimate substance, and
grammatical subject, of every predication. But this would be God
or nature one-sidedly conceived of as natura naturata.

Nishida insists that a metaphysical analysis must account
for this feature of objective reification. But he argues that our

experience cannot be rendered intelligible exclusively by it. Here
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4 Introduction

are delineated in Kant's concepts of space and time as pure forms
of sensibility, of the a priori categories of the understanding, and
of their formal grounding in the unity of apperception. But Kant's
transcendental turn, in Nishida's understanding, was taken to
another level by Husserl. He agrees with Husserl that the noetic
contributions of the knowing subject, which are entirely un-
noticed in the natural, objective standpoint, become accessible
by reflection upon the constitutive structure of the judicative, or
predicative, act. Rather than the grammatical subject including
its predicates, reflexive analysis yields the insight that the object
only appears in the epistemic field—the transcendental space—of
its predicative relations.5 The fact that the object is “enfolded”
within its own a priori conditions entails what Nishida calls "“a
logic of the predicate.”

Nishida worked on this logic of the predicate during the mid-
dle years of his career, and his exploration of its inner latticing
provides intricate analyses of the forms of subjectivity in the
phenomenological style.¢ The key strategy of these analyses is
suggested by his phrase “transcending inwardly into the depths of
noesis,” as Nishida embarked on a veritable noesis noeseos—
thinking the transcendental conditions of thinking. This effort
came finally to reveal a three-tiered structure of cognitive, aes-
thetic, and volitional acts. These reflexive levels, moreover, are
said by Nishida to have a hierarchical pattern of apriority in that
the forms of cognitive subjectivity are grounded in the forms of
aesthetic and volitional subjectivity. The latter indeed contain
the transcendental conditions of the former. But Nishida was still
not satisfied with this level of noetic disclosure. His key concept
rather became one of self-expression in an existential sense. Here
Nishida saw himself as going beyond Husserl. In the range of
intentional acts a person’s propositional knowledge or cognition
of what is true is only minimally self-expressive, whereas aes-
thetic and ethical acts reveal a higher degree of personal content.
But even our aesthetic and ethical acts must partake in real
human existence. To Nishida, real human existence is always
concretely individual.

Rt an +hn anlf mntinn Sen cnmcommem 2l i LR D .
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levels of consciousness, but they are even more pronounced in
the ethical life wherein the individual must, paradoxically, will a
universal moral good. For Nishida, this aporia of the ethical self is
unresolvable on its own terms, and lures the reflexive self on to
discover its own '‘vanishing point” (Dostoievski) of bottomless
contradiction. He seeks to characterize this vanishing point of
existential contradiction as the very point of departure for reli-
gious awareness.

According to Nishida, truly personal awareness begins from
an active intuition of one’s own contradictory embodiment of
individual historical existence; it develops into a religious insight
into the simultaneous revealment of self and world. The religiosi
of history have attained to realization of God or the Absolute
from this standpoint which, according to Nishida, has the form of
self-expression through self-negation. He therefore sought to ar-
ticulate a philosophy that adequately describes the self-trans-
cending act of religious awareness as the ultimate point of onto-
logical reference. The reality of the self and the other (the world,
God, the Absolute) is gathered here, or nowhere—in one’s own
historical-bodily existence.

Now this dynamically tensional structure in which self and
world are mutually revealed and ontologically constituted sug-
gested to Nishida yet another logical paradigm, one enveloping
both the subject that cannot be predicate and the predicate that
cannot be subject. After 1927 he began to refer to this enveloping
logic as “‘the logic of the place of nothingness.” He was still work-
ing on its articulation in his final essay on the religious con-
sciousness in 1945. In effect, Nishida's paradigm grounds the
principle of non-contradiction, which he sees as pertaining to
the logic of objects (the subject that cannot be predicate), in a
new axiom of ‘‘contradictory identity,’ disclosing, among other
things, the codetermining identity of subject and object, and of
grammatical subject and predicate. It will be important to note
that Nishida's concept of '‘contradictory identity’’ is not dialecti-
cal (sublational) in a Platonic or Hegelian sense;” in his language
it does not postulate another level of being or noematic determi-
nation. According to Nishida, the ''last enveloping place’’ is to be

=



6 Introduction

absolute ''place” (basho) of the irresolvable opposition of these
two planes, having a logical form in which each expresses the
other in and through its own self-negation.

It was by so framing, and gradually clarifying, this logical
form that Nishida opened the way to his articulation of the reli-
gious ground of self-consciousness, in which ‘‘seeing is acting and
acting is seeing” in a perspective of ultimate disclosure. After
1927, Nishida made enormous strides in clarifying the semanti-
cally constitutive features of his religious worldview. As we shall
see, he thereby came to repossess a Buddhist paradigm of philo-
sophical articulation, although in his own highly original
fashion.

Nishida's Challenge to Kant’s Second Critique

We have suggested that Nishida’s theoretical work over a
period of four decades achieved its final form in a philosophy of
religion. Let us turn directly to his most comprehensive formula-
tion of this philosophy, “The Logic of the Place of Nothingness
and the Religious Worldview" (1945), which has been appreciated
as one of Nishida’s major works.® This essay can also be called the
fons et origo of the Kyoto School.

In a word, Nishida strove in this long, final essay to write a
critique of the religious consciousness. It begins with his career-
long insistence that the dimension of authentic religious experi-
ence does have a logical form. He always repudiated those species
of "mysticism” whose hidden agenda consists in depreciating the
possibility of philosophical reflection on the nature of religious
experience. Such a depreciation always has its own identifiable
methodic strategy, or discursive pattern, notwithstanding its fre-
quent alignment with the “silence of the saints.” To Nishida, the
philosopher can reflect on the via negativa forms of religious
expression, including the Zen Buddhist’s notorious ‘‘method of
no method,’ no less than he can reflect on scientific procedure,
the process of aesthetic creativity, or moral behavior.

Nishida’s whole philosophical project had thus come to
focus upon his concern to articulate that form of life which we
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the depths of his own soul. Be that as it may, up to two or three
days before his death, when he penned his zeppitsu or "final
words,”® he considered his life’s work to have consisted in fram-
ing a “‘concrete logic,” as opposed to merely describing a religious
experience or reenacting a religious position.

Nishida’s many theoretical works indicate that he especially
appreciated the architectonic nature of Kant's three Critiques.
During the last twenty-five years of his life he consistently
approached the questions of philosophy through the framework
of Kant’s formulations, which map independent domains of cog-
nitive, moral, and aesthetic subjectivity as part of the architec-
tonic of pure reason itself. In the final analysis, however, Kant
gives only a subordinate role to the religious consciousness and
this always suggested to Nishida that a space remained open for
another critique that would delineate the autonomous domain of
the existential, and religious, consciousness.

“The Logic of the Place of Nothingness and the Religious
Worldview” can be read as Nishida’s challenge to Kant, and espe-
cially to the conclusions of the Critique of Practical Reason.
Nishida in fact begins his essay with several allusions to Kant's
second Critique. Referring to its principle of pure (practical) rea-
son as the standpoint of “mere reason” (blosse Vernunft), Nishida
proceeds forthwith to suggest that religious subjectivity cannot
be adequately articulated from that standpoint. There is a weak-
ness, according to Nishida, in Kant's manner of regarding the
immortality of the soul and the existence of God as "‘mere postu-
lates” of the moral will. By rethinking Kant's position, Nishida
intends to bring these central questions of religio to the forefront
of his own philosophy, with the aim of achieving a reconstruction
of Kant’s conceptual priorities in regard to the moral and religious
domains of subjectivity.

Since this contrapuntal relation to Kant's second Critique is
maintained as a dominant motif in the “Religious Worldview”
essay, let us briefly examine Kant's position before proceeding to
an in-depth discussion of Nishida’s text. Kant’s second Critique

does in fact provide a formal justification of the concepts of the
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8 Introduction

faith—that is, of faith in the domain of the pure moral intention
and its consequences. He heaps scorn upon the concept of an
autonomous "holy will”—that is, a putative form of subjectivity
that could be free of the obligating imperative of the moral law
disclosed in the legislative act of the moral will itself. It is almost
as if Kant had in mind the variety of Ch’an (Zen) Buddhist and
other existentialist religious positions with which Nishida some-
times aligns his own thought. To be sure, Kant did not have direct
knowledge of the Mahayana Buddhism of which Ch’an is a nota-
ble exponent in its religious practice and teaching. Nishida, how-
ever, was steeped in both Kant and the Mahayana traditions, and
could accordingly adjudicate the issues at hand.

For his part Kant regards the alternative to his view—the
concept of a "holiness of will”’—as a species of "dialectical illu-
sion.” He characterizes this alternative position as “"theosophis-
tic” and associates it in several contexts with religious and moral
“fanaticism. The dialectical illusion exhibited in this view
stems from a confusion, or a deliberate collapsing, of the phe-
nomenal and noumenal domains of causality into a single, exis-
tential realm. It had been the arduous task of the Critique of Pure
Reason to demonstrate the illegitimacy of such a conflation of
appearance and reality, or of the domains of phenomenal and
noumenal causality, respectively.

The Critique of Practical Reason is Kant's "metaphysics of
morals.” In the concluding paragraph of the work he speaks of the
prospect which it opens up for a “science” of the moral life that
will be “critically sought and methodically directed.’10 In the
present context, the pertinent feature of this last expression is
that it reveals, in encapsulated version, the hermeneutical profile
of Kant's whole text. If the autonomous moral will is the second
Critique’s ultimate ontological focus, its methodic articulation
as a synoptic analysis of the a priori structure of the moral will is
organized in reference to the reflexive telos of pure practical rea-
son itself. Kant's synoptic method of articulation in the service of
the self-legislating principle of pure reason—that is what “cri-
tique” means—and his ontological focus (the noumenal domain

nf the racdetermininag mmaval vl amd wmaval Tassl avn claann olan foe
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framework of the three Critiques and the various subsidiary writ-
ings of his critical philosophy. Through this theoretical labor,
Kant sought to lay the foundation of a critical metaphysics, or
“metaphysics as science,” which could display “the inventory of
all our possessions of pure reason, systematically arranged.”!! His
metaphysics of morals constitutes one facet of this broader criti-
cal project. Pure reason’s reflexive principle of legislating its own
essential forms in a complete set functions variably as the inte-
grating semantic assumption in these writings; it guides the spec-
ulative and practical employments of pure reason to transparent
self-completion and satisfaction in the process of its own self-
reflection on its own essential parts, or domains.

The "o0ld metaphysics,’ with its hyperbolical claims of theo-
retical knowledge as to transphenomenal and unconditioned real-
ities (the concepts of God, freedom, and immortality in their ille-
gitimate transcendent use), Kant therefore set out to deny as
uncritically dogmatic. He envisioned his new ‘‘metaphysics as
science’’ to be entirely possible under the guidance of the princi-
ple of pure reason—that is, of active reason thinking itself in
respect of its own preconditions—and of his synoptic method of
articulation of these preconditions. Here again Kant was follow-
ing his mentor, Aristotle, whose own thought exhibits a reflexive
principle (“thought thinking itself’ noesis noeseos) in conjunc-
tion with a problematic method in a scientific, or disciplinary,
perspective. Aristotle had distinguished the theoretical, practical,
and productive functions of active reason in his own architec-
tonic science of the sciences. Kant's three Critiques are in effect a
translation of Aristotle’s project into his own transcendental
mapping of our rational faculties.

Kant's architectonic “metaphysics as science” mapped two
fundamentally different kinds of causality, the physical and the
moral, corresponding to the subject matters of his first two Cri-
tiques. His '‘metaphysics of nature,’ critically grounded and
methodically framed in terms of the a priori forms of sensibility
and of the understanding, exhibits the “complete physiological
table” of all the transcendental forms of Sein—of what is, or can
annear in the indicative domain of nhvsical causation. His



10 Introduction

tion. Neither Critique envisions the justification of the transcen-
dent concepts of God, freedom, and immortality in terms of a
cognitive access to unconditioned realities, or what Kant calls
things-in-themselves. These latter significations remain for Kant
merely immanent, subjective ideals of pure reason; but they lead
to dialectical illusions when given a transcendent, objective refer-
ence.

"Critique” therefore meant for Kant the self-reflection of
pure reason on its own forms and possibilities. Negatively, it
functions to curb the dogmatic and fanatical claim of speculative
or practical reason in their dialectical use; positively, it deter-
mines the structures, scope, and proper employment of valid,
objective concepts.!? In his first Critique Kant is an Aristotelian,
albeit a transcendental one, in seeking to delineate the essential
outlines of the universal, a priori structures exhibited and presup-
posed in scientific practice in respect of the domain of phenome-
nal, or natural, causation. In his second Critique, however, he is a
Platonist in regard to the supersensible “intelligible world” of the
moral subject and the moral law.!® Thus in the latter Critique
Kant refers to the concepts of ‘‘the kingdom of God" and ‘‘the
glory of God” in implicit allusion to Leibniz, whose ontological
language of a Platonic world of spirit-monads forms the back-
ground to Kant’s own noumenal signification of the realm of pure
moral will.’* We shall see that Nishida understood Kant's relation
to Leibniz in these same terms.

In the second Critique there are numerous expressions of the
conjunction of Kant's self-legislating rational principle with his
synoptic method, which correspond to the “critically sought and
methodically directed” operators of his science of morals. He for-
mulates this conjunction when he writes:

When it is a question of determining the origin, contents, and limits
of a particular faculty of the human mind, the nature of human
knowledge makes it impossible to do otherwise than begin with an
exact and (as far as is allowed by the knowledge we have already
gained) complete delineation of its parts. But still another thing
must be attended to which is ofa more ph1]osoph1ca1 and architec-
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united in a pure rational faculty. This examination and the attain-
ment of such a view are obtainable only through a most intimate
acquaintance with the system. Those who are loath to engage in
the first of these inquiries and who do not consider acquiring this
acquaintance worth the trouble will not reach the second stage, the
synoptic view, which is a synthetic return to that which was pre-
viously given only analytically. It is not be be wondered at if they
find inconsistencies everywhere, though the gaps which they pre-
sume to find are not in the system itself but in their own incoherent
train of thought.!®

Kant proceeds to formulate, in a scientifically deductive manner,
the “fundamental moral law” and its correlative theory of moral
freedom, under the guidance of the same operators of his text—
the principle of a pure, self-legislating rational faculty and its syn-
optic method.

As is well known, Kant argues that the categorical moral
imperative is an unconditioned, or absolute, practical rule which
extends to all rational beings, not excepting God as a supreme
intelligence. Pure reason, legislative and practical in and for
itself, here directly signifies a “pure will” that is determined by
its own moral Sollen, the form of the moral law itself. The funda-
mental moral law is declared by pure reason to be a law for all
rational beings precisely insofar as they have a pure will, a faculty
of self-determination through the concept of a rule of conduct,
and accordingly insofar as they are competent to so determine
their ethical behavior in the form of the Sollen.

It is in this pivotal context of the second Critique’s deduc-
tion of the fundamental law of pure practical reason that Kant
attacks the concept of a “holy will.”

For though we can suppose that men as rational beings have a pure
will, since they are affected by wants and sensuous motives we
cannot suppose them to have a holy will, a will incapable of any
maxims which conflict with the moral law. 6

Such a concept of holiness would elevate freedom above obliga-
tion and duty. But this kind of “holiness of will” Kant argues,
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progress in this life (and, indeed, in all eternity). The life of vir-
tue, being a naturally acquired capacity, ‘“can never be perfect,
because assurance in such a case never becomes apodictic cer-
tainty, and as a mere opinion it is very dangerous.’!7

Kant returns to this point in several places in his second Cri-
tique. He interprets the teaching of the Gospel, “Love God above
all and thy neighbor as thyself,” as a moral command not ground-
able in the inclinations of love that is “pathological”’ —his term
for a love that is determined in the domain of phenomenal, or nat-
ural, causation. The Gospel command, the “law of all laws,"’
presents the moral disposition in its complete perfection. And yet
it remains only "an ideal of holiness . . . unattainable by any
creature,’!8 an archetype which we should strive to approach and
to imitate in an uninterrupted moral progress. Virtue would cease
to be moral in the case of a merely “pathological” love for the
Gospel injunction. Thus once more, in the spirit of preventing
both religious and moral fanaticism, Kant repudiates the validity
of the concept of "a spontaneous inclination” to virtue which is
free of the constraining feature of moral duty. Rather, the condi-
tion of freedom which a person can always achieve is again that of
virtue, that is, "‘moral disposition in conflict, and not holiness in
the supposed possession of perfect purity of the intentions of the
will’19

Kant's rejection of the concept of a perfect, spontaneous
moral realization is a pervasive theme in his text; it is present
whenever he argues against the possibility of a moral reason hav-
ing the character of something pathologically conditioned by a
sensual principle of happiness. Thus he pours invective on “Mo-
hammed’s paradise or the fusion with the deity of the sophists
and mystics, according to the tastes of each.” It would be better to
have no reason at all, Kant opines, than “to surrender it in such a
manner to all sorts of dreams.’2° His own argument for the
immortality of the soul and the existence of God as practical pos-
tulates of the infinitely progressing moral will is the reverse side
of this critical coin. These questions of religio as postulates of our
rational faith logically depend upon the apodlctlc deduction of

thomanval Tavir fuman ebom ez 210 F . ar

cal theosophical dreams,” that is, “a hoped-for complete attain-
ment of holiness of will” in this life.?! He states his positive justi-
fication of our moral destiny in the framework of Book Two, "The
Dialectic of Pure Reason in General” As noted above, by dialec-
tic, in both its speculative and practical employment, Kant refers
to pure reason’s natural propensity to demand an absolute total-
ity of conditions for a given conditioned thing. And yet the whole
thrust of his Critique of Pure Reason was to show how this is
essentially impossible for human experience. For human experi-
ence is ineluctably of appearances, or phenomena, in an unending
chain of relative conditions in which the unconditioned can in
principle never appear. It follows ‘‘that an unavoidable illusion
arises from the application of the rational idea of the totality of
conditions (and thus of the unconditioned) to appearances as if
they were things-in-themselves.”22 Kant grounds his postulates of
the immortality of the soul and the existence of God in the princi-
ple of pure practical reason precisely in order to avoid this dialec-
tical illusion of the pure speculative reason. In the course of doing
so, the thing-in-itself takes its primary ontological form as the
acting moral person, a kind of Leibnizian spirit-monad acting in a
transphenomenal, noumenal realm.

In sum, Kant repudiates the possibility of collapsing the
appearance-reality distinction into either a moral or a religious
existentialism. Such a fusion with the deity of the sophists and
the mystics in this life represents a form of the dialectical illusion
of pure reason in its practical employment. His '‘paradoxical
demand to regard one’s self, as subject to freedom, as a noume-
non, and yet from the point of view of nature to think of one’s self
as a phenomenon in one’s own empirical consciousness’’2? is a
concise summary of the ontological significations of his first two
Critiques, each of which is ordered by the principle of self-reflec-
tion and logically articulated through a synoptic method. (Nishi-
da, by contrast, will unite the two significations through his logic
of contradictory identity in the service of a principle of religious
self-awareness.) Kant recapitulates this dual signification in the
beautiful concluding passage of the Critique of Practical Reason:

)
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darkness or in the transcendent region beyond my horizon; I see
them before me, and I associate them directly with the conscious-
ness of my own existence.?*

Kant clearly sees a “paradox” of human existence. He sees the
contradictory identity, in Nishida’s language, of natural causation
—represented by the indefinite chain of phenomenal causes
which implicates one’s body and emotions in the cosmic forces
that move the stars—and my discovery of myself as a free moral
agent, the absolutely first in the series of my own determina-
tions. Nevertheless, Kant deals with this paradox in a manner
which remains true to the principle, method, and the ultimately
noumenal ontological focus of his critical philosophy.

Nishida, for his part, expressed his admiration of Kant's
“starry heavens above me and the moral law within me" in virtu-
ally all of his major works. The corpus of his writings, as I have
indicated above, exhibits a deep appreciation of Kant's architec-
tonic of pure reason, but it also reveals his gradual assimilation of
the German philosopher’s major categories into his own original,
and highly sophisticated, thought structure. It is almost possible
to say that Nishida's career culminated in his re-articulation of
Kant's ‘‘paradoxical demand” in the broader framework of his
own project to develop a “concrete logic” that would incorporate
Kant’s logic of the field of transcendental predicates. This philo-
sophical reflection that extended over twenty-five years achieved
its final focus in "“The Logic of the Place of Nothingness and the
Religious Worldview,” the pervasive logic of which is indeed “par-
adoxical” in the precise sense we shall spell out below. Taking up
the challenge of Kant’s conclusions once again, Nishida's final
essay responds as an articulation of the missing "fourth Critique”
on the existential religious consciousness which we can now see
Kant himself would have regarded as impossible in principle.

Nishida’s Existential Matrix Ontology

Turning now to the details of Nishida's reconstruction of the
priorities of Kant’s second Critique, we will observe that Nishida
succeeds, within the framework of his own logic, in reversing
Kant's definition of the relation between religious and moral self-
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consciousness. He accomplishes this by privileging a sense of
existential realization as locative of the very creative dynamism
of God or the Absolute. This entailed for Nishida a complete
assimilation of the sense-constituting factors of Kant's text into
his own.?5

The first section of “The Logic of the Place of Nothingness
and the Religious Worldview” will appear to be particularly tech-
nical to readers approaching Nishida for the first time, at least in
contrast to the ensuing four sections which formulate Nishida's
religious philosophy in more familiar language drawn from the
spiritual traditions of East and West. In fact, the opening section
is nothing less than a condensed version of Nishida's ‘‘logic of
nothingness” itself, incorporating many of the Philosophical
Essays Nishida had written between 1935 and 1945. Such sub-
stantial essays in their own right as '‘Life,” “The Physical World,”
and '"The Standpoint of Active Intuition” are transistorized, as it
were, and integrated into the essay’s opening statement.

Another aspect of the same difficulty is that Nishida pro-
ceeds forthwith to exhibit his logical operator, which, in refer-
ence to the matrices of the physical, biological, and historical-
existential (or human| "worlds,” is always articulated by
counterposing the positions of Aristotle and Kant. Aristotle’s
logic of the grammatical subject accounts for the noematic deter-
mination of enduring objects, essences, or substances; Kant's
logic of the field of transcendental predicates accounts for the
constituting features of subjectivity. Nishida’s own logical opera-
tor appears in various forms, but most directly in the Japanese
term basho—literally, “'place,’ and by extension ‘“‘field"’ (as in the
concept of ‘physical field”), “matrix” or “medium,’ and even
“world"” (although Nishida can also employ the common term
sekai for the last of these). Basho signifies both the structural
matrix in which the logical operation of the contradictory iden-
tity of grammatical subject and transcendental predicate obtains,
and a governing principle of the world’s existential identity,
immediacy, and simultaneity—what Nishida calls "the absolute
present.”” But Nishida also signifies that the absolute present
of our lives is existentially eschatological, or religious, in its
ground. It is the place (basho) of our realization of the absolute,
and of the absolute’s own self-realization, or self-determination.
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darkness or in the transcendent region beyond my horizon; I see
them before me, and I associate them directly with the conscious-
ness of my own existence.2*

Kant clearly sees a ‘‘paradox’” of human existence. He sees the
contradictory identity, in Nishida's language, of natural causation
—represented by the indefinite chain of phenomenal causes
which implicates one’s body and emotions in the cosmic forces
that move the stars—and my discovery of myself as a free moral
agent, the absolutely first in the series of my own determina-
tions. Nevertheless, Kant deals with this paradox in a manner
which remains true to the principle, method, and the ultimately
noumenal ontological focus of his critical philosophy.

Nishida, for his part, expressed his admiration of Kant's
“'starry heavens above me and the moral law within me” in virtu-
ally all of his major works. The corpus of his writings, as I have
indicated above, exhibits a deep appreciation of Kant's architec-
tonic of pure reason, but it also reveals his gradual assimilation of
the German philosopher’s major categories into his own original,
and highly sophisticated, thought structure. It is almost possible
to say that Nishida's career culminated in his re-articulation of
Kant's ““paradoxical demand” in the broader framework of his
own project to develop a ‘‘concrete logic” that would incorporate
Kant's logic of the field of transcendental predicates. This philo-
sophical reflection that extended over twenty-five years achieved
its final focus in ““The Logic of the Place of Nothingness and the

Religious Worldview,” the pervasive logic of which is indeed ‘'par-.

adoxical” in the precise sense we shall spell out below. Taking up
the challenge of Kant’s conclusions once again, Nishida's final
essay responds as an articulation of the missing "fourth Critique”
on the existential religious consciousness which we can now see
Kant himself would have regarded as impossible in principle.

Nishida’s Existential Matrix Ontology

Turning now to the details of Nishida’s reconstruction of the
priorities of Kant’s second Critique, we will observe that Nishida
succeeds, within the framework of his own logic, in reversing
Kant's definition of the relation between religious and moral self-
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consciousness. He accomplishes this by privileging a sense of
existential realization as locative of the very creative dynamism
of God or the Absolute. This entailed for Nishida a complete
assimilation of the sense-constituting factors of Kant’s text into
his own.?®

The first section of “The Logic of the Place of Nothingness
and the Religious Worldview” will appear to be particularly tech-
nical to readers approaching Nishida for the first time, at least in
contrast to the ensuing four sections which formulate Nishida’s
religious philosophy in more familiar language drawn from the
spiritual traditions of East and West. In fact, the opening section
is nothing less than a condensed version of Nishida’s “logic of
nothingness” itself, incorporating many of the Philosophical
Essays Nishida had written between 1935 and 1945. Such sub-
stantial essays in their own right as "Life,” *The Physical World,"
and ""The Standpoint of Active Intuition” are transistorized, as it
were, and integrated into the essay’s opening statement.

Another aspect of the same difficulty is that Nishida pro-
ceeds forthwith to exhibit his logical operator, which, in refer-
ence to the matrices of the physical, biological, and historical-
existential (or human) “worlds,” is always articulated by
counterposing the positions of Aristotle and Kant. Aristotle’s
logic of the grammatical subject accounts for the noematic deter-
mination of enduring objects, essences, or substances; Kant’s
logic of the field of transcendental predicates accounts for the
constituting features of subjectivity. Nishida’s own logical opera-
tor appears in various forms, but most directly in the Japanese
term basho—literally, “place,” and by extension “field” (as in the
concept of “physical field”), “matrix” or “medium,” and even
"world” (although Nishida can also employ the common term
sekai for the last of these). Basho signifies both the structural
matrix in which the logical operation of the contradictory iden-
tity of grammatical subject and transcendental predicate obtains,
and a governing principle of the world's existential identity,
immediacy, and simultaneity—what Nishida calls “the absolute
present.” But Nishida also signifies that the absolute present
of our lives is existentially eschatological, or religious, in its
ground. It is the place (basho) of our realization of the absolute,
and of the absolute’s own self-realization, or self-determination.
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Every religious person, and especially the paradigmatic lives and
utterances of the world’s religiosi, bears witness to this point.

In the opening section of his essay Nishida rings various
changes on what we can describe as a multileveled matrix analy-
sis. The term basho, ‘‘place” or ‘‘matrix,’ generates semantic
changes corresponding to its positioning in the overall latticing of
a priori frameworks, each with its distinct presuppositions. In
this sense there are for Nishida distinct basho; but then these dis-
tinctions have their places in the final enveloping basho, the mu
no basho, or ""place of nothingness.” That final basho of nothing-
ness is paradoxically the fullness of the existential present. It is
the only concrete basho.

Typically, Nishida begins with the physical world, which is
to him the most abstract matrix of interacting forces. He builds
up from this level to the biological, and finally to the human (his-
torical-existential) worlds to illustrate progressively more con-
crete versions of his master-concept of the “‘absolute present’ as a
self-transforming matrix of the many and the one. Each of these
““worlds” presupposes and exhibits the contradictory identity of
objectivity and subjectivity, indicating the respective places of
object logic and transcendental logic in a transpositional struc-
ture that progressively unfolds its own ‘‘concrete logic” and
its most adequate exemplification in the historical-existential
world. The consummate form of this final ‘‘place’ of self-aware-
ness, Nishida will argue, is the intimately personal dimension of
the autonomous religious self.

The physical world, then, is the object world par excellence
(although its very objectivity still covertly presupposes the con-
stituting forms of transcendental subjectivity). It is the Democri-
tean world, purely material in ontological signification—atoms
acting and reacting in the void, the world of extended substances
or masses with purely quantitative properties. Nishida comments
at this point that properly speaking there is no real interactivity
at this level of merely spatial extensiveness. The concept of the
dynamic reciprocity of the atoms in the physical system is
already bootlegged, as it were, from the biological and historical-
existential matrices. A truly active being would not be something
merely moved by another, something merely acted upon; it
would equally move the other through itself and be active from
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itself. Thus Nishida follows Aristotle, perhaps by way of Leibniz,
in arguing that we cannot properly conceive of active, energetic
beings in the Democritean world if it is reduced to spatial exten-
siveness, a world of merely quantitative properties.26

This argument becomes the point of departure for Nishida’s
turn toward a more adequate version of the transformational
ontology he is formulating. Nishida's argument, in a nutshell, is
as follows. The biological world is continuous, on one end, with
the physical world and, on the other end, with the human-histori-
cal world. In other respects it is its own matrix (basho) of self-
transformation. Paraphrasing Leibniz, Nishida argues that the
concept of a truly active living being entails the predicates of
order and continuation. This further entails a concept of irreversi-
ble time. It is of the essence of a biological system to reproduce
itself. Each pulsation of life is a unique vector of the biological
system. The biological world endures in and through its own
transformations. It is dynamically formative, organic, and teleo-
logical—properties absent at that abstract level we have identi-
fied as the physical world.

The biological world, as the matrix of the contradictory
identity of one and many, of universal and particular, of species
and individual, thus exhibits the structural characteristics of a
“world.” At the same time it has the form of a dynamic vector, an
irreversible movement "from the formed to the forming.” The
first of these, the transpositional language of one-in-many and
many-in-one, exemplifies Nishida's logical operator; the second,
his text’s integrating presupposition of autonomous world-
expression.

It will be seen, then, that to Nishida a transformational onto-
logy is already superimposed upon the physical world to provide
it with its basic concept of active force. What is here referred to as
superimposition is another name for the transcendental frame-
work always presupposed in the background of the physical
world. Leibniz’s conception of the coequation of efficient and
final causes involves, in Nishida's understanding, this contradic-
tory identity of Aristotelian and Kantian logics. It is this logical
coequation which is exhibited, albeit in a still primitive form, in
the biological world. The biological world is decidedly not just an
object world: the interactivity of objective and subjective dimen-
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~sions of life is disclosed in the concept of self-expressive organ-
isms and the self-expressive organic world. It is this logical

! matrix of mutual expression that accounts for the general eidos of
organisms, their origin and mutation as species through organis-
mic adaptation to environment, and their relations to one an-
other in reproductive, predator-prey, and other such mutualistic
interactions.?’

With this reflexive capacity for expression, the biological
world exhibits the biconditional structure of mutual negation and
affirmation which Nishida will finally ground in the human
world of self-consciousness. Its self-organizing, self-transforming
character becomes an analogue of the creative “act” in the exis-
tential mode of human awareness. Nishida's multidimensional
ontology thus finds adequate conceptualization only at the level
of human interactivity and interexpression. Nishida thematizes
the I-Thou relation of intersubjectivity, expressed in many of his
earlier writings, to this effect.28 In contrast to Aristotle and Kant,
the ontological focus of Nishida's text is existential precisely in
its pervasive emphasis on the uniquely expressive “act” which
reflects the other. Each act of consciousness actively reflects the
world as a unique perspective of the world. But it is simulta-
neously reflected in the other, and by the world. Nishida builds
his ontology on that point.

Nishida's world of human-historical existence is precisely

! the fluent world of consciousness described negatively in Plato’s

\ Theaetetus, and positively in William James’ Essays in Radical
Empiricism. Knowledge, he insists, can never transcend its expe-
riential basis. In the sciences, worlds of abstract concepts, which
appear to transcend the immediacy of active intuition, come to be
engendered; but science cannot get away from its own basis in the
individual experience of the historical world. In the final analy-
sis, the Nishidan world creates its own space-time character by
taking each monadic “'act of consciousness’ as a unique position
in the calculus of its own transformations. The theoretical and
practical sciences of Aristotle and Kant are declared to be ‘“merely
abstract’ in relation to these creative moments of lived experi-
ence.

Concurrently with this shift to an existential mode of onto-
logical signification, Nishida’s text espouses and exhibits the
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principle of absolute simultaneity or identity (doitsu) as the final
integrating factor of these matrical analyses. If in Aristotle and
Kant—and again, in authors on whom Nishida repeatedly com-
ments such as Descartes, Spinoza, Hegel, and Husserl—the final
organizing principle is a rationally reflexive one, then the con-
trasting semantic telos of Nishida’s philosophy is suggested by
his ubiquitous use of the language of spontaneous world-realiza-
tion. His motive idea, namely religious awareness in a dimension
of absolute freedom, presupposes this absolute identity of the
existential self and the world that transcends yet includes the
rational consciousness. In other terms, the reflexive principle of
the self-completion of reason is to Nishida not archic, or founda-
tional. What is primal, or primordial, is rather the world's irratio-
nal, and pr ational, concrete immediacy. This is Nishida's prin-
ciple of the self-determination of the dynamically concrete world
of the "absolute present.” Nishida does not denigrate our rational
functions, but sees even the most abstract deliverances of the
physical and mathematical sciences as having their concrete
ground in what he calls active intuition. The world’s immediate,
dynamic character is the final ground of the meaning of “active”
in his notion of active intuition, which always entails the mutual
revealment of self and world.

The same principle subtends his entire logic of world-poesis
in which the existential “act” is seen as a transformative world-
vector. In these terms it should be apparent that Nishida is well
prepared to reconstruct the foundational assumptions of Kant.
His textual strategy, I have said, calls for a shift in basic semantic
—Or sense-constituting—priorities. Nishida’s text presents a ver-
sion of "the self-presencing of the absolute” as a fundamentally
religious perspective on the concrete stream of immediately lived
experience. His ontological focus—what he often calls “the his-
torical-formative act”’—is his text’s material cause, so to speak,
while its paradoxical articulation through the logic of “contradic-
tory identity,’ by means of which this existential sense of reality
is grounded in a religiously consummatory principle of nondual
co-origination, is the formal cause of Nishida’s text.

These semantic priorities are all exhibited when he writes
that the existential self (“act”) is simultaneously an expressed
and expressive monad of the world. Each "act” is the Archime-

T
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dean point of the co-origination of space and time. The historical
world is thus to be rendered as self-determining through its own
self-expression, which takes the form of the "“absolute present”
configuring itself in the "act of consciousness.” The essentially
self-conscious “act” thus reflects the world itself as a unique
coincidence of every transcendent and immanent plane of histori-
cal co-origination. It is radically transformative as a monadic vec-
tor of the world's self-expression.

Nishida's fundamental point is that this formulation of the
"historical-formative act” as the existential determination of the
“absolute present” both incorporates and yet falls outside the
conceptual nets of either Aristotle’s logic of the grammatical sul?—
ject or Kant’s logic of the transcendental predicate. He rings vari-
ous changes on the possibilities of discourse in the respective
frameworks of Aristotle and Kant, only to show how they are to
be returned to the more concretely lived matrix of the “historical
space of the absolute present.” In this vein he writes: "From my
standpoint, the Ding-an-sich is nothing other than the transform-
ing matrix in which the self finds itself—the matrix of the self-
forming historical world that is immediately expressed in the
self.”

We shall see further implications of this position as we turn
to a consideration of Nishida’s logic of the religious conscious-
ness. It is a position in which the “absolute present” and the
“nothingness” of the Buddhist traditions are equivalent concepts,
although Nishida’s philosophical articulation of that equivalence
is his own.

Nishida’s Logic of the Religious Consciousness

Nishida’s essay proceeds to develop his critique of the reli-
gious consciousness through a variety of ramifications. Vivid and
moving concepts of existential mortality, of the face to face
encounter of absolute and relative, of God/Buddha’s love and
compassion, of the sacred as the transvaluation of all values, and
of religious individuality are framed in the paradoxical terms of
his “logic of nothingness. Profoundly religious in perspective,
Nishida’s text endeavors to provide the philosophical articulation
of the “faith” and “enlightenment’’ experiences central to several
major religious traditions.
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The theme of existential @ortality\ is Nishida’s entering
wedge over against Kant’s second Critique and its subordination
of the religious consciousness. We have seen that to Nishida the
physical and biological worlds become intelligible through the
forms of predication based on the primacy of the Aristotelian
grammatical subject with its noematic logic of substance and
attributes. On the other hand, the world of consciousness in its
various theoretical and practical aspects is to be understood as the
determinations of the Kantian realm of transcendental predi-
cates. Nishida now argues that neither paradigm, Aristotelian or
Kantian, can account for the historical self as an individual self-
conscious being that knows of its own mortality. It is only when
the self becomes aware of its own existential contradiction—of
the fact that it is a unique living being that must die—that the
religious problem arises.

Now biological beings, Nishida contends, cannot properly be
said to be aware in this way at all. Existential awareness pertains
to one’s own noetic life. I can never be aware of my own mortality
by objectifying myself as a biological being (i.e., as grammatical
subject, or object of judgment). My noematic life is merely the
life of the flesh and of the species in general. On the other hand,
when I am conscious of my self as an active rational being, and
act morally in Kant’s noumenal or intelligible realm, I by Kant's
definition transcend the biological and the historical realms. As a
moral being I exist and act in reference to the Idea of the Good
which transcends both my biological and historical-existential .
life.2? Hence death does not pertain to myself in my universal,
rational consciousness either. We shall see that Nishida’s text
dovetails with Kierkegaard’s on this point. The Kantian moral
self of pure practical reason, Nishida concludes, exists in itself
but does not die in itself,’ and accordingly “for [pure] reason to be
conscious of its own death has no meaning.’ From the standpoint
of morality, which determines for itself the universal moral law,
my self-contradictory existence does not even become problem-
atic. It becomes problematic only in that dimension of self-aware-
ness in which I know of my own death. Only therein do I embody
simultaneously my life and my death.

Several volumes of Nishida's Philosophical Essays (1935-45)
form the background of the point he is making here. In the
present essay Nishida cites Pascal’s metaphor of the human being
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as a 'thinking reed” (roseau pensant). Though the whole uni-
verse should crush a man, because he knows that he dies, he has a
greater dignity than that which crushes him. This paradoxical
form of self-awareness has nothing to do with the universal moral
determination of the noumenal self of pure practical reason. It
rather points to the autonomous domain of the religious form of
self-awareness. (We can note in passing that Nishida is able to
illustrate his logic of contradictory identity from either Asian or
Western philosophical sources.)

Nishida’s "fourth Critique” proceeds to bring many aspects
of religious consciousness into a consistent focus. His sense of
existential paradox resonates with that of both Pascal and Kierke-
gaard. For example, a Kierkegaardian as well as Pascalian theme
of the relation between the finite, relative self and the absolute
being of God surfaces in the consideration of the self’s awareness
of its own mortality. But to Nishida, "‘by facing the absolute” the
self becomes all the more aware of its own eternal death and
nothingness. Rather than the religious paradox generating the
Kierkegaardian movement into infinity—in a remembrance of its
own eternal consciousness—Nishida holds that the existential
self, in facing the absolute, must die to all eternity. This is not
some future-oriented ‘‘being toward death,” however. It means to
die now, in the existential present of the “absolute now.” To be
religious means to transcend inwardly into one’s own “vanishing
point” (Dostoievski) that is simultaneously the absolute’s bot-
tomless self-contradiction in the form of the ‘“eternal now”’
(Dogen). To Nishida, this reinterpreted existential fact is the pri-
mordial one for the religious consciousness, and it is indeed the
true point of departure for the religious question. As we probe our
own labyrinthine depths we must encounter the minotaur—the
absolute—and we must die. The illusion of self-existence is
devoured in that one decisive encounter with absolute life or
death.

Such must have the seventy-five-year-old philosopher’s own
thoughts as he fathomed the meaning of his own imminent
death. (He died two months later.) True to his philosophical
resolve, however, Nishida probed these reflections to the point of
their paradoxical inversion—to their resurrection in a religious
insight into the absolute indifference of existential life and death
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and of eternal life and death. If the existential lives in the abso-
lute, the absolute lives in the existential; and conversely, if the
existential dies in the absolute, the absolute dies in the existen-
tial. But again, as the existential dies in the absolute, the absolute
lives in the existential; and conversely, as the absolute dies in the
existential, the existential lives in the absolute.

Nishida maintains that the logic of the grammatical subject
proves entirely inadequate at this point. A relative being cannot
even be said to oppose an absolute being. To oppose an absolute
being it must die, and pass into nothingness. But conversely, an
absolute being that merely opposed a relative being would not be
a true absolute, either. It would likewise fall prey to the noematic
logic of determinate things and therefore become relative too.

Nishida thus argues that the absolute must be conceived of
in such a way that it does not “merely transcend or destroy the
relative.” We have seen that, among other things, his text’s exis-
tential focus functions to collapse the traditional appearance and
reality distinction; and it accomplishes this precisely through its
logic of contradictory identity. The concept of God cannot then
be advanced to de-realize the world; but the converse of this is
equally true—the “God is dead” motif of modern atheism not-
withstanding. (Nishida says that we are not Nietzschean Over-
men, but “servants of the Lord.”) Furthermore, Nishida’s princi-
ple of absolute simultaneity and identity governs this entire
paradoxical articulation of the relation between the absolute and
the relative. Therefore, he argues, each must express the other
through its own self-negation. The absolute, which does not exist
on one side of this transpositional logical form, is necessarily to
be conceived of in a nondualistic fashion in respect of the "“act of
consciousness” itself. Thus the existential “act” is the very
stand-in, the “place” of the absolute.

The semantic priorities and strategies of Nishida’s text are
also suggested by his characterization of this nondualistic ‘"place
of nothingness” as a “formless form.”” One merit of his citing this
ancient phrase—versions of which can be traced in Buddhist,
Taoist, and Neo-Shinto texts—is that it directly exhibits the para-
doxical structure of the very logical operator which his text puts
into play. Once this is clearly seen it becomes possible to identify
other semantic resonances in such pivotal phrases as “absolute
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nothingness’” and '"‘place of nothingness.” In respect of his exis-
tential ontology of world-realization, ‘“nothingness’ can support
the signification of '"no-thing-ness,’ where ‘'thing” (res) is pre-
supposed to signify a reification in the noematic mode—an
eidetic sense or meaning, an enduring object, or substance, and
the like. “Nothingness’’ also associates with Nishida's principle
of contradictory identity in that his concept of the absolute
entails the character of a self-determining ground in its own
concrete immediacy. It is a nondiscriminatory, or an indifferent,
immediacy such that every 'act’” becomes the ‘expedient
means’’ (upaya), as the very “dharma-position,” of the absolute’s
own existential self-realization.

Nishida captures further resonances of this theme when he
cites the ancient Buddhist expression: “Having No Place wherein
it abides, this Mind arises.” Nishida’s “place of nothingness” is
suggested by “Having No Place wherein it abides,’ and this func-
tions logically as the transpositional form of negation (non-
attachment). What is ontologically real, namely ‘‘this Mind" of
existential religious realization, is logically ordered by the form
of negation in respect of the principle of simultaneous world-real-
ization, which is suggested by "‘arises.” “Not abiding” and "aris-
ing” constitute, respectively, the formal and the final causes in
this expression, while "this mind” corresponds to its material
cause. Since ‘this Mind" is existential religious realization, or
““bodhi-mind"’ in the Buddhist framework, it signifies the co-real-
ization of one’s own religious mind and the Buddha-mind, the co-
origination and nonduality of samsara and nirvana, and other
such concepts that exhibit the same logical form.

Nishida’s text sometimes remains elusive because he does
not make these semantic distinctions. Certain rhetorically effec-
tive phrases, which conjoin the functions of grounding principle,
discursive method, and ontological focus, can be found in any
philosopher’s text. Nishida employs many such phrases in the
course of expressing his ideas, and in considering the form of his
text it seems particularly important semantically to unpack these
phrases which may simultaneously commingle religious, philo-
sophical, cultural, and even ideological connotations. At the least
the reader of his text must be prepared to deal with such highly
charged, and fissionable, materials as Nishida’s definition of the
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“absolute” as "absolute nothingness” or ‘“‘absolute negation,”
and his even more perplexing allusions to an “Asian nothing-
ness” (t0yoteki mu) or "'Asian logic” (toyoteki ronri). 20

The "absolute,” Nishida tells us, is truly absolute by ‘‘being
opposed to nothing” This formulation, reminiscent of a similar
expression in the text of Nicolas of Cusa which Nishida ad-
mired,®! has to be read in conjunction with other recurrent for-
mulations such as “the absolute cannot be a One!” The first
phrase encapsulates Nishida’s point that there can be nothing
standing over against the absolute to relativize it. The second
signifies that the absolute cannot be or become a One, one-
sidedly or substantively. These considerations point to the same
semantic operator—contradictory identity—that we have dis-
cussed above. Nishida is again saying that the "objective logics”
of non-contradiction and dialectical synthesis are inapplicable to
the articulation of the true absolute. Even this statement is
redundant: it can be reduced to the more precise one that neither
is the adequate logic of religious awareness. For religious aware-
ness is a special kind of self-awareness, with its own “subjective
logic.”

Nishida openly affirms that the absolute is “self-contradic-
tory”” It "absolutely negates itself in itself” He thus writes,
for example, . . . because there is Buddha, there are sentient
beings; and because there are sentient beings, there is Buddha.” It
should be noted that the co-implication of the polar opposites,
Buddha and sentient beings, is framed in the transpositional
form. It would miss the mark entirely to designate the Buddha as
the absolute, or as “absolute negation” or “absolute nothing-
ness,” in the nominative sense. Nishida’s whole text stands
against this usage. Buddha and sentient beings, the polar oppo-
sites of religious signification, are rather related in and through
the logical matrix designated by such rhetorical devices.

The principle which controls this discursive form is that of
the self-determining activity (“act”) of the absolute. Or again, it
is the principle of a deep and dark Urgrund—an Ungrund, if you
will, of the absolute simultaneity and identity of the absolute and
the relative. Nishida was well aware that this principle of his text
was isomorphic with that of major religious texts of both the East
and the West. It is a version, for example, of the Buddhist princi-




26 Introduction

ple of sunyata, and again of the One of Plotinus, Meister Eckhart,
Boehme, and Cusanus. .

But among other things this consideration exposes a certain
rhetorical, and polemical, nuance that is built into his concepts
of "“mothingness” and ‘“Asian nothingness,’ especially when he
formulated them as counterparts to ‘‘being’ and *Western being.”
In employing the nominative “nothingness” to designate his
absolute, Nishida can be charged with having chosen one-sidedly
between conceptual opposites—a move which his own transposi-
tional logical operator precludes. A way out of this difficultyl is
not satisfactorily found by citing those texts in which he distin-
guishes between ‘being,”’ “relative nonbeing,” and “true. nonbe-
ing or nothingness.” For, as will be clarified below, Nishida does
not intend to sublate the thesis ('being’’) and the antithesis (‘‘rel-
ative nonbeing”) in a higher dialectical synthesis of “trug noth—
ingness.” To the contrary, he rejects the identification of his logic
of paradox with the logic of dialectical synthesis.

In the final analysis, then, "“true nothingness” functions as a
kind of shorthand expression of his logic of contradictory identity
itself. It is to be returned to his method of articulation—his dis-
cursive pattern of categorial determination in the formal struc-
ture of mutual affirmation through mutual negation. In this
semantic function, true “nothingness” is the logical matrix of
the co-determination of binary opposites, another version of
which takes the form of affirmation of the other through self-
negation (and vice versa). The form is a symmetrical, but not s‘ub-
lational, one. It is a logic of the dynamic tension of opposites
without higher synthesis, in the dyadic form of a mutua'll, or
reciprocal, intentionality of opposing concepts. Nishida behe.ve‘d
this ““logic of nothingness” to be the “true logic.” But even this is
not quite true. He postulates a difference among logics—for
example, the Aristotelian logic of the grammatical subject, the
Kantian transcendental logic, and the Hegelian dialectical logic.
Ftis own logic i the logic of existential, religious self-conscious-
ness. That is why it is the only “concrete logic,” a phrase that is
itself transparently paradoxical.

Nishida's "‘absolute nothingness’” and related phrases will
remain hopelessly elusive until we identify this specific semantic
function of the logical operator in his text. The issue is compara-
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ble to his largely interchangeable usage of the terms ‘“self” and
"act.” He tends to use “self” somewhat loosely in those passages
where his fundamental metaphysical position is not at stake. But
he switches to the more precise formulation of the unique “acts”
of existential-historical consciousness when he is concerned with
signifying that position. In contrast with this latter usage, “self”
remains weighted with substantive, or noematic, connotations,
although the notion of an enduring eidos or grammatical subject
is repudiated by his finer analysis of the flux of “acts” as
moments of world-realization. So too “nothingness” in its nomi-
native usage remains a vague and misleading term until it is arti-
culated—that is, translated—into the terms of his logic of contra-
dictory identity.

Thus, perhaps a far more useful philosophical purpose is
served when Nishida cites the “logic of soku hi"” to elucidate his
own concept of the “place of nothingness.” Soku hi, the Japanese
reading of the Chinese characters chi fei, or is and is not,” signi-
ties the parity, and the structural biconditionality, of affirmative
and negative. He illustrates this logical structure with the verse
of the Prajnaparamita Sutra that reads: "“Because there is no Bud-
dha, there is Buddha, and because there are no sentient beings,
there are sentient beings.” Although mind-boggling to a first
reader, Nishida’s illustration is a crystal-clear expression of the
logical form which we are pursuing in this analysis. 32

Moreover, that Nishida's ““absolute negation” is a shorthand
expression of the paradoxical logic of contradictory identity is
clear from the analogies to the Buddhist tradition that he draws
out of the Western religious writers whom he frequently cites.
Notable in this regard is his employment of the Christian theo-
logical concept of the divine kenosis. God’s “emptying himself,”
he tells us, signifies precisely “God’s creating and redeeming the
world out of love.” In numerous variations Nishida completes the
biconditional structure of the soku hi paradox by arguing to the
effect that it is equally true to say that the world’s emptying itself
signifies its creating and redeeming of God. 33

It is also germane to take note of the fact that the precedent
for this translation of the logic of nothingness into the more
precise logic of soku hi is traceable to the locus classicus of Maha-
yana Buddhist hermeneutics—Nagarjuna’s correlation of "empti-
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< ness” (sunyata) with "dependent co-arising” (pratitya samut-
pada). Co-origination is the formal logical operator in Nagarjuna's
text.3* And Nishida himself alludes explicitly to Nagarjuna's Mid-
dle Path logic as a variant on the soku hi structure. He claims that
Nagarjuna's “negative theology” exhibits a version of the struc-
ture of the dynamic transposition of affirmative and negative. He
makes the same point in reference to Nagarjuna's table of the
“eightfold negation,” each of which is a subaltern form of the
soku hi paradox.

Now all the forms of Mahayana Buddhism presuppose Nagar-
juna’s logical hermeneutic, in Nishida’s view. Therefore its cardi-
nal teaching of the nonduality of nirvana and samsara can never
be adequately framed in the dialectical language of Plato or Hegel.
It is perhaps in this context that Nishida best clarifies the differ-
ence between sublational and paradoxical logical operators in his
own mind. He also suggests, contrary to the standard dialectical
articulations, that the Christian theology of the divine kenosis
(or God’s absolute self-negation as the form of his absolute love)
is paradoxical in structure.3s He follows Kierkegaard here. Nei-
ther concept, Buddhological or Christological, has anything to do
with pantheism, in his understanding.

Pantheism, in Nishida's account, entails a substantive or
noematic ontology—which he finds in the texts of Cusanus,
Spinoza, and Hegel. At the same time, it tends to take a dialecti-
cal form of articulation—as in Cusanus or Hegel, though not
Spinoza. Dialectical logic proceeds by the rubric of thesis, anti-
thesis, and their resolution in a higher synthesis. Epistemologi-
cally, it is the method of discovering new and more inclusive
ideas out of the clash of opposing, subaltern ideas—as in Plato’s
Dialogues. But ontologically, it is the method of the immanent
unfoldment of an absolute subject—as in Hegel’s Phenomeno-
logy. In contradistinction to this logic, Nishida maintains, the
logic of paradox preserves the thesis and antithesis in tension. It
has the biconditional structure of affirmation if, and only if, nega-
tion, and conversely of negation if, and only if, affirmation. He
argues in this regard that the Prajnaparamita Sutra literature, the
originating point of all Mahayana Buddhism, has a version of
“the paradox of God” that cannot be reduced to dialectical, or
pantheistic, terms.
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In this context, therefore, the crux of the distinction be- -
tween dialectical and paradoxical logical operators is that where-
as the former exhibits the One returning to the One through the
method of the negation of negation, the latter, the logic of soku
hi, exhibits the dynamic tension of affirmative and negative with-
out synthesis. Nishida's “place of nothingness’” is more aptly
rendered as the place of the paradoxical transposition of affirma-
tive and negative in the self’s own infinite depths. This existen-
tial "“place” is the logical matrix of the co-origination of opposites
—a paradoxical coincidentia oppositorum in the form of the
mutual presence and absence of God and the self. Each self-con-
scious act of personal experience is this “place” of the absolute
activity of concrete reality.

It should be noted that Nishida’'s text does not always clarify
these distinctions, despite his intent to do so. He often employs
the word “‘dialectical” (bensh6hoteki) in conjunction with state-
ments about his logic. It is the case, too, that his earlier writings
adapt a generalized Hegelian language of the ‘concrete univer-
sal,” and there are many instances of Nishida's predilection for a
hierarchical ontology and axiology articulated in terms of “enve-
loping universals.” Moreover, he adhered to Fichte’s dialectical
mode of articulation for ten years (from 1917 to 1927). In the mid-
1930s he also thematized his philosophy in reference to the con-
cept of “the world as dialectical universal.” Only in the last ten
years of his life did Nishida come to favor, and increasingly
exhibit, the language of contradictory identity—Iliterally, “‘the
self-identity of absolute contradiction” (zettai mujun no jiko
doitsu)—as his logical operator. It is true that the word “dialecti-
cal” lingered on—as a kind of karmic residue in his mind and in
his text—to the end of his career. Nevertheless, a significant fea-
ture of the “Religious Worldview” essay has to do with Nishida’s
sense of the difference between dialectical and paradoxical logics.
In his view, the texts of Hegel and Marx represent a dialectical,
sublational logic while those of Kierkegaard and Dostoievski rep-
resent versions of a paradoxical logic. Again, the texts of the
Christian mystics and theologians, including Tillich, are sense-
making in dialectical form while Buddhist texts, in Nishida’s
understanding, have a paradoxical form of articulation.

Typically, Nishida cites the Christian Neo-Platonic mystics
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and theologians Erigena, Eckhart, Boehme, and Cusanus in sup-
port of his own sense of the religious consciousness. But he
always assimilates their respective doctrines into his own. He
transmutes the dialectical form of their texts, which finally cen-
ter on the doctrine of Christ, the mediating Verbum, into his own
articulation of the contradictory identity of the absolute and the
self. The Christological doctrine is replaced with a Buddhological
one of an unmediated, nondual, co-originating identity. More-
over, while retaining the standard, but "unorthodox,’ Christian
mystical principle of the absolute simultaneity and identity of
God and the self, Nishida transforms its noumenal ontological
sense into his own existential one. He does the same to the text of
Schelling, which in all these semantic respects is isomorphic
with the texts of Plotinus and the medieval Christian apophatic
theologians.

Here we can say that Nishida’s text has a special relation to
Schelling’s in that both writers effect transformations of Kantian
and Fichtean positions within the transcendental language of
those latter authors. Nishida agrees with Schelling in repudiating
the Kantian and Fichtean principle of rational autonomy—pure
reason legislating and positing its own forms in its own reflexive
freedom—in favor of a "“dark” principle of absolute Identity, or
Indifference. Schelling’s own principle of Identity as Urgrund or
Ungrund, in its turn, drew explicitly upon Boehme’s, among
other apophatical mystical writers. Nishida agreed to that extent
—and extended Schelling’s critique of the rational principle to
the texts of Hegel and Husserl, among others. But he transformed
Schelling’s dialectical articulation of the noumenal personality of
God into his own paradoxically existential doctrine.

Evidence of these semantic transformations is ubiquitous in
the “Religious Worldview" essay of 1945. As one example, let us
cite this articulation of Nishida’s position:

The human self is individual as a self-negation of the absolute. But
the more it is consciously self-forming through its own dynamic
expression—that is, volitional and personal—the more it discovers
its own absolute negation in its bottomlessly contradictory depths,
and thus faces an absolute One—faces God as God’s own mirror
image and opposite. At the very root of our individuality we always
face the absolute face of God, and stand in the dimension of decision
between eternal life and death.

This passage is a clear expression of Nishida’s existential sense Qf
the contradictory identity of God and the self, a relation that is
unmediated because it is paradoxically nondual. Nishida’s text
again shares with Schelling’s a sense of the struggle betweep the
forces of good and evil in the divine and human self. Bot.h philoso-
phers go so far as to say that God must in some essential respect
be Satan, and that these opposing powers struggle on the battle-
ground of the human heart. But he rejects Schelling’s sense of a
noumenal transmutation of the dark basis into light—a transmu-
tation effected through the dialectically triumphant, spiritual
principle in God. In that respect Nishida remained clos:er to Dos-
toievski, over against Schelling and the Christian mystics, in see-
ing the tensions of the human heart vanish, unmediated, into
their own bottomlessly contradictory depths. In respect of Dos-
toievski, however, Nishida assimilated the Russian Writer’§ sqb-
jective existentialism into his own Buddhist perspective, with its
special "“eschatological’’ sense of that vanishing point of the exis-
tential present that is the Dharmakaya itself.

A propos of the present point let me add here only one of
many possible citations from the Zen master Dogen, to show a
structural, or eidetic, similarity with Nishida's form of expres-
sion. Dogen writes in the chapter entitled Menji (‘‘Direct, Face
to Face Transmission’’) of his masterwork, the Shobo genzo:

The interdependence between Buddha and ourselves cannot be
measured. . . . Through our devotion to Shakyamuni’s face, we
will reflect his eye in our own. When this occurs it becomes Bud-
dha’s vision and original face. . . . If we transmit the right eye of the
Law and venerate the Buddha, we become closer to him than he is
to himself.36

Although Nishida does not cite this passage from Dogen, he does
highlight the concept of mutual encounter in passages drawn
from several other Zen figures. He articulates the same metaphpr
by drawing on another, that of “inverse polalllijcyfffw(gyakutaié),
which he uses in nominative, adverbial, and adjectival forms.
The gyakutaio metaphor is illustrated in the passage above' de-
scribing the existential self facing God as God’'s own mirror
image.

Nishida was of course aware that in Leibniz's monadology
could be found another foundational version of the mirror image.
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Each of the monads is God’s own expression in the perfect, prees-
tablished calculus of the divine creative act. Each of the monads
in turn expresses God, and through God, the entire universe.
Characteristically, Nishida set out to transform Leibniz’'s mean-
ing into his own. In Nishida’s text, Leibniz’s metaphysical mo-
nads become existential monads—a position that would indeed
have appeared paradoxical to Leibniz. Nishida's 1944 essay, '‘To-
ward a Philosophy of Religion By Way of the Concept of Prees-
tablished Harmony,” looms in the background of the “Religious
Worldview" essay. In its own modest way it is a small master-
piece of the assimilation of one philosopher’s text by another’s.
Now it will perhaps be helpful in this context to repeat that
Nishida’s concept of gyakutaio has something in common with
Kierkegaard’s articulation of the “absolute paradox” of existen-
tial religious subjectivity. Nishida in fact refers approvingly to
Fear and Trembling in his “Religious Worldview” essay. He was
also familiar with Kierkegaard's Concluding Unscientific Post-

. script, which contains a clear patterning of this logic of “absolute
paradox’’ in antagonism to the dialectical logic of Hegel.3” What

Kierkegaard says about the existential Christian self, who is
established in the God-relationship by the risk of faith, is some-
thing Nishida himself discovers in Christianity. Conversely, Kier-
kegaard’s articulation of ‘the Paradox of the eternal truth in
time,” and of the relation of the eternal truth and sinful human
nature, is structurally affine to what Nishida finds in the Maha-
yana Buddhist tradition.

The value of taking note of this structural convergence in the
thought of Nishida and Kierkegaard is that the latter’s polemic in
the nineteenth century against Kant's critical grounding of “sci-
ence,” and more pointedly against Hegel’s dialectical articulation
of "“absolute science,” provides an access to Nishida's own text as
a whole, and especially to his elusive logical operator. If Kierke-
gaard’'s 'absolute paradox’ is openly antagonistic to Hegel’s
dialectical formulation, and Nishida's "‘logic” is isomorphic with
Kierkegaard's, then Nishida's text will gain in clarity when it is
seen as contributing its own version of this hermeneutical pro-
file.®® In a broader analysis, Nishida and Kierkegaard can be seen
as contributing mutually enhancing versions of the paradoxical
logical operator in philosophical texts.??
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Nishida’s text, we have seen, does not always clarify the dis-
tinction between paradoxical and dialectical logical operators
which Kierkegaard's polemic against Hegel succeeds in setting in
sharp relief. Nevertheless his ‘logic of nothingness” intends to be
a version of this paradoxical logic. Perhaps Nishida's favorite
illustration in this regard is the following passage from the Zen
master Myocho (Daitd Kokushi):

Buddha and I, distinct through a billion kalpas of time,
Yet not separate for a single instant;

Facing each other the whole day through,

Yet not facing each other for an instant.

Nishida returns to this passage in several places when he
wants to exhibit fully his logic of mutual presence and absence in
the existential dimension of “faith” or “enlightenment.” In its
structure, the verses well illustrate the symmetrical, and bicondi-
tional, character of his logical operator. Reduced to its essential
factors, the relation between Buddha and self has the form of fac-
ing and yet not facing, not facing and yet facing—the form of
simultaneous transcendence and immanence, immanence and
transcendence. The circular character of this soku hi construc-
tion is not merely redundant, but serves to exhibit the dynamic
equilibrium of opposites in this method of articulation.

Characteristically, however, Nishida chooses to illuminate a
structural parallel to this Zen theme in the Western tradition. He
cites Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling on the point that Abra-
ham’s willingness to sacrifice Isaac has an entirely different sig-
nificance than that of Agamemnon's sacrifice of Iphigenia.

When Abraham took Isaac early in the morning to Mount Moria, he
encountered God as the unique individual Abraham, a sheer human
being, the ultimate point of real humanity. God called out, " Abra-
ham . And he answered, “Behold, I am here.”

God then blessed Abraham for honoring his word. To Nishida, the
crux of this episode lies in the existential, face to face encounter
between God and the self-conscious Abraham. His interpretation
of "faith” and the “Word"” of God is consistent with this paradox-
ical articulation of the ontological co-determination of God and
the self. We can say that Nishida's thought acknowledges the
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resonance between Zen and Kierkegaardian concepts in this
instance.40

"The Logic of the Place of Nothingness and the Religious
Worldview” may thus impress the reader as a powerful herme-
neutic of both religious traditions, East and West. Nishida is per-
haps the first of the world-theologians of our times. He does not
merely represent the East when he enters into a dialogue with
Kierkegaard, Barth, Tillich, and the other Western theologians
whom he cites. Nishida is as much a biblical or Christian theolo-
gian as he is a Buddhist theologian when he turns to the sacred
texts of religion. But in the final analysis, his global theological
insight is grounded in the methodological procedure of his own
text. The "Religious Worldview" essay is a good example of the
role a philosophical hermeneutic can play in theological interpre-
tation.

Now if both premodern and modern Japanese civilization has
been distinguished for its syncretic features, Nishida’s text is an
outstanding reflection of this tendency as well. This aspect of his
‘writings is reminiscent of such great Japanese syncretists as
‘Kikai, Dogen, and Ikkya./Among Nishida’s immediate predeces-
sors in the twentieth century there are such figures as Natsume
Soseki and Mori Ogai, two towering writers who pursue intercivi-
lizational themes in literary forms. In the broader philosophical
context, Nishida's global hermeneutic merits consideration in
the company of such great architectonic philosophers of the West
as Aristotle, Leibniz, Kant, Hegel, and Whitehead. His religious
worldview may be, to date, without a contemporary peer in pro-
viding a cross-cultural mapping of the religious and philosophical
structures of East and West. It merits, at the very least, a critical
analysis, with an eye to developing a more complete mapping of
the East-West domain.

Be that as it may, a significant feature of Nishida’s text is
that its own hermeneutical profile provides a structural access to
the variety of premodern texts he cites. With its numerous allu-
sions to the Mahayana Buddhist tradition alone, “The Logic of
the Place of Nothingness and the Religious Worldview" is plainly
Nishida's own endeavor to provide such a hermeneutic. In the
wider framework to which I am alluding, Nishida’s text appears
to have the same eidetic profile as such prototypical Ch’an texts
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as The Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch and The Record of
Lin-chi. Essential features of this thought pattern can be traced in
Japanese Buddhist figures such as Dogen and Ikkyd as we}l. Each
of these texts and authors offers a version of a hermeneutical pro-
file which can be characterized as exhibiting an existentialist
ontological focus, a paradoxical logic, and a consummatory integ-
tion of the active self-realization of the Buddha-nature. What is
significant here is that Nishida’s version of this profile breaks out
of the sectarian confines of Buddhist thought and practice to
achieve its status as a form of world philosophy.

We have seen that Nishida's logic underlies his critique of
the religious consciousness, and that both logic and critique sub-
tend his religious worldview. He argues that the true God must
possess himself in self-negation. It is for this same reason that we
exist as the self-negations of God—we are '‘images of God" as
God's self-reflections. Nishida has thus drawn a fine but decisive
line between his thought and that of Hegel. While Hegel’s princi-
ple is the self-reflective character of the divine Reason and his
method of articulation is dialectical, Nishida's principle is that of
absolute identity and his method is paradoxical. And while
Hegel’s ontological focus consists in the universgl, recurrent
forms of logical, natural, and historical being, Nish1da'§ sense of
reality centers on the existential monads, each of wh19h fgnc-
tions as an absolutely discontinuous “‘act” of world-realization.
The religious self finds itself only by losing itself in the vanish-
ing point” of its own active intuition. '

Nishida rings a number of changes, Christian and Buddhist,
on these traditional expressions to articulate the religious form of
life. The religious "‘act” of self-awareness is the place of reali;a-
tion of the coincidence of eternal life and death in one’s own life
and death. To fathom this paradoxical coincidentia oppositoruz;n
in one’s own religious awareness is to experience an authentl‘c
“conversion,” whether in Christian or Buddhist terms. It is
impossible, Nishida says, to conceive of this religious metanoesis
in the Aristotelian terms of substance logic or in the Kantian
framework of moral self-power. The dynamics of religious con-
version entail the reciprocal, but nondual, intentionality of God
and the individual soul. “Faith” and ‘‘grace’ are names for this
dimension of mutual, and transpositional, revealment. They are
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existential modes of realization of “the absolute present” in
which, Nishida says, ““in the bottomless depths of the self there is
that which transcends the self and from which the self is to be
conceived.”

The mutual presence and absence, immanence and transcen-
dence, of God and the self thus becomes for Nishida the logical
form in which to repossess hermeneutically the Mahayana con-
cept of the nonduality of samsara and nirvana. He explores sev-
eral Zen versions of this theme in his essay’s recurring motif of
enlightenment as the “ordinary and everyday” The historical-
existential self in this religious dimension of self-awareness is
described by Nishida as having an “eschatological” character
ba§ed on its “absolute freedom” as the self-negation of God. II;
this context, Nishida’s espousal of the Ch’an master Lin-chi’s
doctrine of absolute freedom, at the expense of Kant’s concept of
moral freedom, is another instance of his shift in method and
ontological focus in respect of Kant's position. Nishida also pur-
sues this point in reference tOITilﬁc”h'’s“T<211”1fEfsM11'11d:LogoSg

Nishida returns in several places to the theme of God or Bud-
dha as absolute love and infinite compassion. The true God, he
argues, must paradoxically negate himself even to the exten’t of
being Satan. He finds here the religious significance of the con-
cept of “expedient means”’ (upaya), which is intrinsically linked
to the Mahayana logic of the nonduality of samsara and nirvana.
He also discovers here the logical basis of Shinran'’s teaching that
“the evil man is the true cause of Amida’s vow.” And in Christi-
anity, too, the kenotic theology of the Cross vividly expresses the

logic of the absolute self-negation of God. The biblical Word of

God and the Pure Land Buddhist concept of “calling the name of
Amida"” (my6go)become other instances of Nishida’s understand-
ing of the religious encounter as entailing ‘'the absolutely contra-
dictory identity of God and man.”

Now in his endeavor to provide a critique of the religious
consciousness Nishida highlights the fact that religious conver-
sion and religious experience have an active character. From his
earliest writings he had explored the concept of the religious form
of life as entailing “the value of the negation of value! The
sacred, he also says, arises "in the direction of the transcendence
of value.” This is because real value must be grounded in active

self-existence, which paradoxically involves an absolute other. It
involves God’s grace and Buddha's compassion, in conjunction
with a total religious exertion.

The active character of this religious transvaluation signifies
for Nishida that an authentic conversion occurs in a dimension of
“'spirituality” that has nothing to do with subjective peace of
mind. It involves an “absolute overturning’ of the grammatical
subject and predicate standpoints of the self. Consequently such
an overturning—what in Yogacara Buddhism is termed a ‘‘revolu-
tion in the personality base’’ —cannot be understood as a proces-
sive attainment by virtue of the self's own power.#! For the reli-
gious self cannot remove its own existential contradiction. (Nor
can the moral self.) We are intrinsically sinners and deluded, and
there must be, in Shinran’s phrase, '‘an overleaping way to salva-
tion.” The “deliverance” in the conversion experience entails the
self-negation of the divine—the dynamism of God’s love or the
Buddha’s compassion—and simultaneously, the self-negation of
the existential self in its metanoesis.

The active character of the conversion experience therefore
exhibits a transpositional structure: the self-negation of the self
and the self-negation of the divine, in that matrix of mutual
encounter called "faith” or “enlightenment.” In one passage
Nishida juxtaposes Luther’s teaching with Zen to bring this out.
He cites Luther to the effect that “faith” is the working of God
within us; we are newly made to live by God, we kill the old
Adam, and we become entirely other persons, accompanied by
the Holy Spirit. Zen "enlightenment” speaks of ‘‘seeing into
one’s own nature and thus becoming the Buddha-nature.”” This

"'seeing’’ is similarly not to be construed one-sidedly, either as a
transcendent, noematic intention or as an immanent, noetic act.
It is rather a total overturning of the self, an opening up of its exis-
tential depths at the vanishing point of its contradictory identity
as a self-determination of the absolute present. ‘‘Faith” and
“enlightenment’” are overturning experiences precisely in the
interplay of these transformative forces through which God/Bud-
dha and the self face each other across the infinite abyss of life
and death.

Nishida's metalogical elaborations thus allow him to high-
light significant structural relations among Western and Eastern
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religious traditions. Christianity, he notes, places the origin of
religion in man'’s fall through the original sin of Adam. Sinners by
birth, we have no way to escape from the side of man. God sends
his only begotten son to redeem the world out of his infinite love.
We are saved by conversion to and faith in the redemptive act of
Christ. Nishida comments here that the concept of original sin is
an extremely irrational idea as an ethical doctrine. And yet it
expresses a fundamental fact of human life.

This religious fact finds another expression in the teaching of
the True Pure Land school of Mahayana Buddhism, which simi-
larly rejects the ethical way of moral self-power. It also teaches
that we are intrinsically sinful, and that we are saved only
through the other-power of Amida’s infinite compassion. In
either Christian or Pure Land form, religious conversion signifies
penetrating to that self-contradictory depth of the self from which
saving graces flood in. Nishida even relates Dogen’s statement
that “to study the way of Buddha is to study the self, and to study
the self is to forget the self” to this cross-cultural pattern. He
claims that Christian, Pure Land, and Zen versions of religious
practice, while differing in institutional and rhetorical symbols,
share a common logical structure as they respectively repudiate
every religion of self-power. The essential mark of their praxis is
found in the dynamics of self-cultivation through self-negation in
which an “overleaping way to salvation” is opened up.

Another salient aspect of Nishida's critique of the religious
consciousness is his insistence on religious individuality. Already
adumbrated in his citation of Pascal’s “thinking reed” metaphor,
religious individuality entails that existential self-awareness of a
being facing its own eternal nothingness. But in fact each act of
consciousness reveals one’s life and one’s death. The more a per-
son achieves self-awareness in the act as a unique determination
of the absolute present, the more that person acts as a dynamic
expression of the historical world.

The historical (that is, personal, human) world is a move-
ment from the created form to the creating form: and this is
exemplified in the transforming expression of religious individu-
ality. The more a person becomes religiously volitional, taking
the risk of faith in Kierkegaard’s sense, the more he faces an abso.
lute other and simultaneously opens himself up to the working of
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God or Buddha within himself. But this opening is a mutual
opening—a co-originative event. This is the philosophical mean-
ing of D6gen’s genjo koan: the paradox (kéan) of the presencing of
the Buddha-nature and simultaneously of subjective, existential
realization (genjo).

Nishida therefore writes: “In any religion . . . gaining reli-
gious faith must proceed from the well-sharpened edge of the con-
sciously active, individual will!” Religion does not proceed from
mere emotion. It involves the ‘‘total exertion of the self’—as wit-
nessed in the many Zen expressions he cites which illustrate his
own existential principle. To Nishida there cannot be anything
like an aesthetic religion. Art and religion represent two opposing
directions in this respect. Creative individuality in its religiously
volitional (but not moral self-power) character is again grounded
by Nishida in his metaphysics of the existential self-determina-
tion of the absolute present. He juxtaposes teachings taken from
Zen and Pure Land Buddhism to bring this out. Lin-chi’s “In this
mass of red flesh there abides the True Man of No Rank: he con-
stantly exits and enters through your own face” and Shinran’s
“When I deeply reflect upon Amida’s vow which he contemplated
for five kalpas of time, I find that it was for the sake of myself
alone, Shinran” are both interpreted by Nishida as instances of
his concept of sheer religious individuality. But characteristically
he also turns here to Kierkegaard, to bring out the difference
between morality (which is universal) and religion (which is indi-
vidual). Nishida agrees with Kierkegaard that the “moral knight”
and the “knight of faith” stand in mutually contradictory dimen-
sions.

The religiously active individual therefore encounters God
or Buddha in the intimately personal dimension of interexpres-
sion through mutual affirmation and negation. “The self faces
the absolute at the limit point of its own individual will. God,
too, faces the self in his absolute will!” Active religious expres-
sion must be ec-static—a leap of faith in that existential dimen-
sion wherein the act is the contradictory identity of transcendent
and immanent planes of self-awareness. The act always has the
paradoxical form of active intuition. Toward the conclusion of his
essay Nishida writes that the perfect expression of this religious
form of self-awareness is found in Shinran’s statement: ‘“My pro-
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nouncing the name of Amida is also the design of Amida him-
self”” The reader will perhaps feel that Nishida cites these words
of Shinran to express what is contained in the depths of his own
soul. They are the profoundly personal words of religious faith of
the seventy-five-year-old philosopher.
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The Logic of the Place of
Nothingness and the Religious
Worldview

1

Not everyone is an artist. But to some extent at least every-
one can appreciate art. Nor is everyone a theologian, and rare is
the man who experiences a religious conversion. To some degree,
however, any person can understand religion. There is probably
no one who does not feel a strong resonance in the depths of his
heart when he reads the fervent confessions of faith of those who
have gained religious faith or the expressions of belief of the great
religious figures. Moreover, upon falling into a condition of ex-
treme unhappiness, there is probably no one who does not feel
some religious sentiment welling up from the depths of his own
soul.

For religion is an event of the soul. Philosophers cannot fab-
ricate religion from their own thought systems. They must ex-
plain this event of the soul. To do so, they must experience reli-
gious sentiment in themselves to some degree.

Granting that the man of religion speaks from true personal
experience, I will contend that just as people who are not artists
appreciate art to some extent, so too ordinary people know what
is meant by religion. There is no one who will declare that he has
no conscience. If there were such a person he would in fact be
engaging in a form of self-insult. There are people, however, who
say they do not appreciate art; and especially in the case of reli-
gion, many insist they cannot understand it. They declare that
they have no experience of a religious kind. Indeed, some philoso-
phers even pride themselves in taking a contrary position. Reli-
gion, they say, is unscientific and illogical, or at most something
subjectively mystical. Or they contend it is not that man is
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created in the image of God, but rather that God has been created
in the image of man. Religion, we are told, is a kind of narcotic.

Now one cannot discuss colors with a blind man or discuss
sounds with a deaf man. If people say they do not understand reli-
gion at all, I cannot argue with them. However, even though I do
not consider myself competent to speak about religion to others, I
cannot follow those who say they do not understand religion
because it is unscientific and illogical. I hope in what follows to
clarify at least that much.

Before discussing particular topics, I will clarify what I take
religion to be. And this will entail an explanation of what I mean
by religious sentiment. Religion is about God. God is fundamen-
tal to religion in any form. And just as color appears to the eye as
color, and sound to the ear as sound, so too God appears to the
religious self as an event of one’s own soul. It is not a matter of
God being conceivable or not conceivable in merely intellectual
terms. What can be conceived or not conceived is not God.

And yet God cannot therefore be said to be a merely subjec-
tive experience of the soul. Truth in physics begins from.sensory
experience. That which sees and hears is not an organic sense
organ such as the eye or ear, but the mind which knows physical
phenomena objectively. Before articulating the a priori grounds.of
an ethical act in his Kritik der praktischen Vernunft Kant first dis-
cusses, in his Grundlegung, the meaning of the moral good in
terms of ordinary ethical reasoning. I have nothing to add to
Kant’'s formulation since it well clarifies what is ordinarily meant

by the moral consciousness. Having such a clear understanding of

the objective ground of morality, Kant proceeds to probe itg sub-
jective ground from the standpoint of his transcendental philoso-
phy. Concerning the ordinary aesthetic consciousness, howeyer,
how well did Kant truly grasp it? His view that beauty is a feeling
of disinterestedness—as is illustrated in Goethe’s declaration
that the stars in the heavens that are not objects of desire are most
beautiful—cannot help being worthy of respect as a position that
well clarifies the a priori grounds of a judgment of aesthetic appre-
ciation. But does Kant's third Kritik define anything over and
above mere formal beauty?

These considerations are to me relevant to the question of
religion. It appears that Kant considered religion solely from the
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standpoint of the transcendental moral consciousness. He regards
the immortality of the soul and the existence of God as mere pos-
tulates of the formal ethical will. To Kant, religion has signifi-
cance as a vehicle that supplements morality. I cannot find in
Kant any autonomy given to the religious consciousness itself.
Perhaps he never even considered religion as an autonomous
sphere. I contend, however, that the religious form of life does not
fall within the sphere of mere reason, blosse Vernunft. That is
why one who discusses religion must experience, to some extent
at least, religious sentiment as an event of his own soul. If he does
not, then even if he intends to discuss religion he may in fact end
up talking about something else.

What, then, does the religious consciousness, or religious
sentiment, involve? This question must be deeply fathomed in
both its subjective and its objective senses. I cannot enter into
such an extensive study here. I will maintain, though, that the
subject of religious experience cannot be properly discussed from
the standpoint of reason with its logic of objects. Indeed, the
question of religion does not even arise from that standpoint. It
arises rather with a consideration of the meaning of our own con-
sciously active self, and it leads us through and beyond the frame-
work of Kant’s transcendental definitions.

What does it mean to be a consciously active self? I hold that
the self is consciously active when it is interactive, and its
interactivity is constituted in a dialectic of mutual negation and
affirmation of self and other. Self and other, subject and object, are
constituted in the individual acts of existential consciousness.
These acts are self-originating and yet co-originating, too, as
forms of dynamic, reciprocal expression. It is in this structure of
biconditional, interexpressive, mutual revealment of self and
other that an individual act is an individual act.

One can first try to conceive of a world of interactive things
in the framework of the physical world. But here, already, we
promptly feel the need to work out a logic of dynamic, reciprocal
expression. For properly speaking, there is no real interactivity at
this level. Description in terms of the mere opposition, the action
and reaction, of physical entities falls considerably short of inter-
activity as dynamic, reciprocal expression. A truly active, and
consciously active, being is not merely moved by another, is not
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something merely acted upon; it must equally' move the.other
through itself, and be active from itself. As Leibniz puts it, we
cannot even conceive of active beings in the physical world. if itis
reduced to spatial extensiveness, a world of merely quantitative
forces. o

The concept of a truly active being, to paraphrase Leibniz
again, requires us to introduce the concept of order, anq at the

very least, of continuity. This further entails a concept of irrever-
sible time. In the physical world time can be thought of as revers-
ible; in the biological world, time is irreversible. Each pulsat‘:xon
of life is a unique event in time, which is an order of dur‘atlon.
Each pulsation of life, each formation of life, pferishes', while the
organism or the biological world endures. In this fashion the !310-
logical world is always moving, from the formed to the forming,
within the structure of the contradictory identity of the many‘and
the one. It is an infinite process of transformation. Living bel_ngs
are dynamically formative, organic. That is why the biological
world is conceivable in teleological terms.

In another essay, on “Life,” I probed the difference between
the physical and biological worlds on this basis. T}Je latte.r ex-
hibits this principle of self-expression; it reflects itself within
itself. T articulate this difference by defining the biological world
as a self-transforming matrix moving from the formed to th'e
forming, through the dynamic transactions of organism agd envi-
ronment. The organic realm constitutes a world that exists and
moves through itself in this way. It is a process of infinite trans-
formation through the dynamic equilibrium of organism and
environment—that is, it contains its own self-negation and self-
affirmation within itself. This self-vectorial process constitutes
the direction of time. .

The biological world thus has the form of a contradm.tory
identity, possessing its own organic centers within itself and infi-
nitely determining itself in and through these centers. The emer-
gence of new life presupposes that organic belggs are active in
this dynamic world through their mutual negation and‘afflrr'na—
tion. Each new pulsation of life is a vector of the biological
world’s own self-formation. It is in this sense that activity in the
biological world entails direction. The temporal event must carry
its own content; and a temporal vector must be conceived of as
teleological.
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Needless to say, we cannot even conceive of the physical
world without presupposing some concept of time. Without it
there can be no real meaning to the concept of force. However, in
the physical world time is still predominantly spatial, something
that has a self-negating character, whereas in the biological world
every living being is an organic center of a self-forming world, as
indicated above.

Having bodies, we, the human kind, are also biological
beings and are active accordingly—we act teleologically in the
character of our species. But we do not merely act teleologically,
or socio-specifically. We act in our human-historical individual-
ity, with individual purpose and self-awareness—individuality
that has the structure of the absolutely contradictory identity of
the many and the one. The biological and physical worlds always
appear as subaltern dimensions of our own contradictory individ-
uality. And though the biological world exhibits its own form of
contradictory identity, it is still predominantly linked to the spa-
tial, or physical, world even while it is enfolded in our own self-
conscious historical individuality.

I say, then, that the human-historical world exhibits true,
existential individuality through its structure of absolutely con-
tradictory identity. This ultimately consists in the fact that each
individual conscious act is a contradictory identity. For while the
act exists and moves in itself, it dynamically expresses the world.
In human consciousness, therefore, the world exhibits both a spa-
tial and a temporal character. As an order of simultaneous exis-
tence it appears as a form of self-negation, and yet it is infinitely
occurring in its temporality. Affirming itself in its temporality, it
transcends its own spatial character by being a creative transfor-
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Now time is the order of duration and succession while space
is the order of simultaneous existence. In human consciousness
the world is bottomlessly self-determining and creative, a trans-
formational process which has the form of the contradictory iden-
tity of space and time. I refer to this self-forming, creative world
as the self-determination of the absolute present. I hold that it is
only in this dynamic form of contradictory identity that we can
truly conceive of something that moves by itself and is self-con-
scious. The dynamic reciprocity of objective and subjective di-
mensions comprising the act of humanly conscious expression is
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monadological in this existential sense. It is unigtelligible as th.e
mere action and reaction of physical objects (that is, as grammati-
cal subjects in the framework of theoretical judgmen't). It must be
the expression of a self-determining and self—consc10u§ act that
simultaneously reflects the world as a unique perspective of the
world. o o

When I say that the consciously active 1nd1v1du'al exists in a
structure of dynamic expression, I mean precisely this. That1 am
consciously active means that I determine myself by expressing
the world in myself. I am an expressive monad of the world.‘ 1
transform the world into my own subjectivity. The world that, in
its objectivity, opposes me is transformed and gr.asped sym'boh—
cally in the forms of my own subjectivity. But thls‘tr.ansactlonal
logic of contradictory identity signifies as well thatilt is the world
that is expressing itself in me. The world creates its own space-
time character by taking each monadic act qf cons_cmusngs_,s,gs a
unique position in the calculus of its own ex1stent1gl transfgrma—
tion. Conversely, the historical act is, in its space-time character,
a self-forming vector of the world. To bring this out I‘say tha‘t tbe
temporal-spatial (that is, conscious-spatial) reflects itself within
itself as a contradictory identity. In this way each.act of con-
sciousness is a self-perspective of the dynamic, spatial-temporal
world.

It is in this transpositional form that our worlds of con-
sciousness construct the world’s order and continuity. The exis-
tential act is always teleologically self-conscious as a temporal
occurrence. It is so as a self-determining act of the wprld that
transforms itself by expressing itself as the present which deter-
mines itself as the meeting point of past and future. Ou.r con-
scious worlds are the places in which we express the world in our-
selves as the contradictory identity of the transcepdent gnd the
immanent, of space and time. But as this contradictory identity
that is constitutive of the act of consciousness itself, we are only
active as formative positions in the world’s own calculus of self-
expression. N .

I have articulated this point in various writings. Expr.essmn
entails the contradictory identity, and dynamic transaction, of
the conscious act (self) and the world (other). Each conscious act
is an existential monad of the world’s own self-reflection. Our
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self-consciousness does not take place in a merely closed up, win-
dowless self. It consists in the fact that the self, by transcending
itself, faces and expresses the world. When we are self-conscious,
we are already self-transcending. But such an evident truth has no
place in a philosophy that substantializes the self and the act
through some dogmatism based on object logic.

In the humanly conscious world having this structure of con-
tradictory identity, self-consciousness is always interexpressive:
world faces world, monad mirrors monad. In Leibniz’'s own
terms, each monad expresses the world and simultaneously is an
originating point of the world’s own expression. Leibniz’s con-
cept of monads as persons forms the metaphysical background of
Kant’s concept of the autonomy and dignity of moral persons in
the "“kingdom of ends.”

Now to reformulate this in my own way, the human-histori-
cal world exhibits a structure wherein each consciously active
individual, or act of consciousness, has a contradictory identity
as a self-determination of the absolute present. The world forms
itself having such dynamically expressive monads as centers. It
realizes its own order therein. We express the world as the world'’s
individual acts; and each individual act has its own unique posi-
tion as a self-forming individual. I hold that the world’s moral
order is grounded in this existential fact.

In this framework, the concept of the act as something
merely passively determined, as in the model of physical causa-
tion appropriate to object logic, is entirely irrelevant. Each act is
rather an originating vector of the absolute present which enfolds
the eternal past and the eternal future within itself. But con-
versely, each act is a momentary self-determination of the self-
transforming matrix of the absolute present. As such the act is a
bottomlessly self-contradictory identity: it reflects the world in
itself, and reflects itself in the world (the absolute other). Thus
the act lives to die and dies to live. Each moment of time both
arises and perishes in eternity. Or rather, each passing moment is
the eternal.

I am fond of referring to Nicolas of Cusa’s symbolism to rep-
resent this self-transforming matrix of the absolute present.
There is, as it were, the infinite circle of God, the eternal present.
Now because this infinite sphere has no circumference, every
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point, every act of consciousness, is a center radiating in infinity.
I take this concept to be at the heart of Leibniz's world of t.he
coincidence of freedom and necessity. Kant’s moral imperative
ultimately presupposes this existential fact, and yet it cann.ot,.I
maintain, be rendered intelligible in the merely immanenggtm
terms of Kant’s own definitions of transcendental subjectivity.
That is also why I have argued, in my essay on '"The Physical
World,” that the physical world is already an aspect of the hpman~
historical world with its structure of absolutely contradictory
identity.

Kant establishes the transcendental forms of the understand-
ing as the necessary conditions of cognition. But content Withf)ut
form is blind, and form without content is empty. He sees qb}ec-
tive cognition as constituted in the synthesis of the categories Qf
the understanding and the content of sensuous intuition. T‘h15
gives rise to many problems, but at least Kant thought there is a
thing-in-itself outside transcendental subjectivity. In the Neo-
Kantian school, however, they say that to understand Kant is to
transcend Kant, and they do so by proclaiming the primacy of the

. moral domain over the domain of cognition. They say that e?xig,-
" tence (Sein) does not yield the moral ought (Sollen). And Sein is

something essentially conceived of by applying the forms of judg-
ment; it is so-called objective existence. Needless to say, the
thinking subject itself cannot properly be clarified from the stand-
point of objective existence. .

How then is the thinking subject to be articulated? Is it a not-
being? How can it be said that a nonentity thinks, or th.at anot-
being acts? We might try to say that the self exists but is incon-
ceivable. But how can we even conceive of the inconcewablg?
When we do so, is it not already thought? To say that the self is
inconceivable would seem to mean that it cannot become an
object to itself. This is exactly the case. And yet the self cannot be
clarified with a merely negative definition. ‘

How to proceed positively? We can say that the s;lf exists at
the point where that which cannot become an object in one
dimension becomes an object in another dimension—perhaps in
some higher dimension. But even conceiving of an infinitely
higher objective dimension will not give us sufficient grounds on
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which to clarify what the self is. I say there has to be an absolute
about-face from this objective approach. In my view, the self can
only be grasped as a form of contradictory identity, in the transpo-
sitional logic I have indicated above.

Now what in general is the logical meaning of the proposi-
tion that a thing exists? Aristotle has one definition. He says that
that which is grammatical subject and cannot become predicate |
—that is, the individual substance—is what is truly real. Leibniz |
expands on this definition by maintaining that a ““complete sub-
stance” contains an infinite number of predicates, all of which |
are essential to it. In my logic of dynamic expression, neither def-
inition adequately clarifies the thinking, active self. Neither Aris- |
totle’s entelekeia nor ever Leibniz’s self-causing monad accounts |
for how the self must first become its own predicate—something
which predicates of itself by negating itself—and thus becomes
self-expressive and self-conscious. Something merely teleological
is not yet self-reflective; nor is it self-conscious in the full sense I
have indicated. It is still, to my way of thinking, something
objectified.

That which is self-conscious must stand, self-consciously, in
a dynamically expressive relation to an absolute other. This
entails the biconditional structure of co-originationand co-reflec-
tion. Thus I repeat that I disagree altogether with the epistemolo-
gical position that takes its point of departure from the logic of
objects. I hold that thinking takes place within the structure of an
interexpressive relation. Judgment itself occurs within the con-
tradictory identity of subject and object. From A, A expresses B in
itself, as something expressed by A. That is, taking B as grammat-
ical subject, A predicates of B; alternatively, taking B as object, A
predicates of B. But the converse is also true. It can equally be
said that A is expressed in B, becomes a perspective of B’'s own
expression.

To bring out this logic of contradictory identity in respect to
human consciousness I have often used the formula we think by
becoming things, and we act by becoming things. When that
which opposes the self is conceived of as a form of merely spatial
opposition, the self is reduced to being an objective thing too.
This kind of spatial opposition is appropriate to the framework of
object logic, which accounts for the mere action and reaction of
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objective things. But unfortunately, thinkers often conceive of
knowing merely as a variety of interaction in this sense. Even the
initial formulations of Kant's Kritik der reine Vernunft do not
entirely escape this dogmatism. And yet cognition has no mean-
ing from such a perspective. A conscious act has to be understood
as a form of dynamic, reciprocal expression; and this takes place
in the structure of contradictory identity I have articulated above.
In this framework, what Leibniz calls activity and passivity—in
contrast to the mere action and reaction of objects—constitute
contradictory poles of a transpositional matrix. A conscious act
can then be understood as a transformative function of the matrix
itself, which has this structure of contradictory identity. This is
also the reason physical phenomena can be understood as the
transformations of an energy field.

Each center of the matrix’s self-transformation is what I call
a self-determination of the matrix through the contradictory
identity of the many and the one—of that which changes and thgt
which is changed. It is in this kind of transformational matrix
that the self negates itself, and thereby expresses itself. The act is
individual precisely through its self-negation (and thereby its
self-expression). Subject and object in expression—or again, the I-
Thou relation—has this form of dynamic reciprocity. Even if con-
sciousness is not a factor, we are actually considering it from the
standpoint of self-consciousness—the standpoint of one who. is
self-expressive in the full monadological sense. Such a standpon?t
is the sine qua non. This unifying transpositional matrix is
always required to define the form of dynamic expression.

The direction of infinite self-determination, in which the
matrix transforms itself in itself, is liable to be understood,
Spinozistically, as an objective one. Object logic wants to see con-
scious reality, the world of interactive monads, from such a per-
spective. Aristotle’s concept of the grammatical subjf:ct already
represents the logic of objective predication as far as it can go. I
say, however, that something objectively determined is itself to
be rendered as a self-determination of a mediating universal; and
accordingly, a subject of predication has to be understood as the
self-determination of a predicative universal (as in Kant's tran-
scendental epistemology]).
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Now in Aristotle’s framework, the world is predicated as an
attribute of a self-identical unity, or grammatical subject; that is
why the predicates become the activities of objectively real units,
or substances. I contend, however, that conscious expression has
no meaning in these terms. It can only begin to take on meaning
in the framework of a self-determining noetic field (in Kant’s
sense). The being of the grammatical subject presupposes this
kind of transcendental being of the predicate. (Plato’s “essences’’
would seem to pertain to this latter assumption.) Self-conscious
being pertains to noetic self-determination in this sense. Our con-
scious being has meaning in this framework. Each conscious act
appears as a self-contradictory center of the noetic field of predi-
cates. Reflection is nothing other than the self-reflection of the
noetic field within itself. Our conscious acts are grounded in such
a standpoint. That is the basis on which we are self-conscious and
moral.

From the standpoint of this “logic of the predicate” the con-
scious world expresses itself within itself. It forms itself by
expressing itself. The biological world already begins to exhibit
this structure in its movement from the formed to the forming, as
a system of the contradictory identity of its temporal and spatial
functions. That is why activity as the mutual transaction among
individuals, or organisms, in the biological world is always teleo-
logical. Units of biological life do not merely oppose one another;
they intervolve one another symbiotically. Here for the first time,
in contrast to the physical world, active beings are describable in
dynamically formative terms.

But I have said that the biological world is still partially spa-
tial and material. It is not fully coextensive with the human-
historical world, which is structured as an identity of absolute
contradiction. In the world of true concrete actuality—the
human-historical world that exists and moves through itself as its
own transformational matrix—time is always the negation of
space, just as space is the negation of time. In this transpositional
form the historical world moves dynamically from the created to
the creating. The conscious act is creative without an underlying
substance or ground, as the absolutely contradictory identity of
space and time, of the one and the many, of object and subject.

The concrete historical world thus transforms itself in a



58 Nishida Kitaro

dialectic of self-affirmation through true self-expression (that ig,
through self-negation). Therefore it is always temporal, and gff}-
cacious, in the vector of its own self-formation. Conversely, it is
always spatial in its vector of self-expression through self-nega-
tion. And it is Ideal in that its forms form themselves in the eter-
nal present. In the latter respect, the historical world can.be fur-
ther determined as law. A law is an abstract form (universal)
which determines itself as a contradictory identity of the many
and the one. The historical world, in its temporality, consists of
efficacious events as the negation of Plato’s Ideas; and in its spa-
tiality, of Plato’s Ideas as the negation of efficacious events. It
moves within a structure of dynamic reciprocity—from matter to
form and from form to matter. The world’s monads are interac-
tive, in this transpositional sense, in the matrix of the eterpal
present. Each existential monad originates itself by expressing
itself; and yet it expresses itself by negating itself and expressing
the world. The monads are thus co-originating, and form the
world through their mutual negation. The monads are the world’s
own perspectives; they form the world interexpressively through
their own mutual negation and affirmation. Conversely, the con-
crete matrix of historical actuality that exists and moves through
itself enfolds these monadic perspectives within itself. It trans-
forms itself by having the monads as its centers.

It is in the historical world-time of the absolute present that
the monads form the individual expressions of the world. They
are both self-originating and co-originating in the matrix of the
absolute present. Our own activities as microcosms of .the wogld
may be thought to constitute unique events in world-time while
simultaneously representing the Ideas as the world’s. s.;elf—nega-
tion (that is, self-expression) in world-space. Our activities there-
by acquire universality and value. Conversely, the Ideas, as the
world’s own expressions and values, entail a negation of nega-
tion: they are affirmative, actual, self-forming, and at thg very
least always have moral significance. That is why our activities
in the historical world are always, and in various senses, both
ideal and actual.

The self-conscious world of each individual human self is a
self-determining monadic world; but as such, each self is a §elf-
expression of the historical world. Therefore each self-conscious
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world is a momentary vector of historical world-space, which
mediates its own objective self-determination within itself, and
infinitely determines itself through its own process of self-expres-
sion. From the standpoint of the act of judgment, the world of the
conscious self is to be understood as the noetic being of the tran-
scendental predicate that includes the self-determination of the
grammatical subject. Hence, in contrast to Aristotle’s subject
that cannot be predicate, the conscious self has its being as predi-
cate that cannot be subject. The conscious self in the Ich denke,
which Kant tells us always accompanies the presentations of the
ego, would seem to correspond to this latter definition. As I have
said in an essay on Descartes’ philosophy, I think I can grasp the
true meaning of Kant’s contribution to philosophy from the per-
spective of my logic of the predicate.

Now conscious acts may be regarded merely as the mutual
determination of beings that oppose one another. But this still
does not account for the difference between material and mental.
The latter, which has the structure of conscious activity, entails
the interrelation between an individual and a whole. (I find that
Lotze's metaphysics well clarifies this point.} A conscious act is a
dynamic expression. It is a self-determination of a concrete trans-
positional matrix, a structure of mutual revealment of self and
world. Our selves, the expressive monads of the world, constitute
points of the world’s own expression in and through our self-
expression.

All life arises from the fact that it transforms itself by con-
taining its own self-expression within itself. It is first biological
and instinctive in a spatially predominant way—that is, it pos-
sesses itself as a form of self-negation. It becomes historical life as
it becomes concrete in a temporal dimension—as a self-affirming
form within a transforming matrix. In historical life there is
always this dialectic of affirmative and negative: the former is the
material world, the latter the world of consciousness, in the
transpositional structure of the contradictory identity of matter
and form. In terms of the logic of judgment, the former is the
aspect of the grammatical subject, the latter the aspect of the
predicate. In the terms of object logic, the former is the world of
objects, the latter the world of noetic acts. Psychology, too, con-
siders the world of consciousness to be a world of pure mental
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acts (for example, Wundt, Grundriss). In my essay “Life” I articu-
late the world of consciousness, which phenomenology defines in
terms of intentionality, as the self-determination of the temporal
dimension of the world, having this transformative structure of
the identity of contradiction.

Life-structures that contain the perspectives of the world
within themselves, as structures of the world’s own expression,
may be regarded as instinctual in the predominantly spatial
sense, but as conscious acts in their temporal character. Again,
they are self-conscious structures in that they are co-originating
expressions of the world. The world of freedom arises from this
standpoint. The will arises as a dynamic perspective of the world.
Reason itself is nothing other than a self-determination of the
temporal dimension that always has the character of being a pred-
icate that cannot be subject. We are rational in the self-determin-
ing predicate, or universal. Reason functions intentionally, as
something temporally, consciously, and immanently enfolding
the grammatical subject—that is, the object—and as having its
own self-immanent telos.

This world of reason’s own self-determination becomes the
moral realm in Kant’s domain of practical reason. Therein the
grammatical subject, considered as merely self-expressive and as
something expressed through symbols, is a world of abstract
forms which, as forms, exhibit the structure of the contradictory
identity of the many and the one—that is, a world of pure law.
Our selves, as individuals that merely express the world, as mere
thinking beings, express the world formally. But as these formal
worlds we also form ourselves—that is, we are pure wills. This is
the moral will, whose purpose lies in respecting the law, obeying
the moral law for its own sake, and always living in accord with
duty. Moral duty becomes a categorical imperative for the ration-
al self. Recognition of the person of the other—involving, I might
add, the structure of the contradictory identity of persons and
their mutual determination in the form of the contradictory iden-
tity of the many and the one—is precisely the way the self
becomes a moral person. The other person becomes a moral per-
son in the same way.

Kant therefore says that we must treat a person always as an
end in himself/herself and never as a means, both in the case of
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our own person and that of another person. This moral world is
Kant’s “kingdom of ends!” When we conceive of the world of
objective moral behavior from the perspective of the mere con-
scious self, however, we only get a world of pure ego and merely
formal will. Kant’s philosophy is limited to the transcendental
standpoint. When such a world of pure transcendental ego is con-
ceived of in reference to the grammatical subject—that is, spa-
tially, as an order of coexistence—it becomes the world of “pure
cognition.” Kant's "“consciousness in general” is formulated from
such a standpoint.

Kant emphasizes sensuous intuition even more than the
Neo-Kantian school. He conceives of the phenomenal world in
terms of sensuous intuition, formed through the categories of the
understanding in the act of judgment. The opposing view to
Kant's definition of the phenomenal world as the determination
of the predicate is to regard it as determined from its own stand-
point. This latter standpoint, that of the grammatical subject,
becomes a necessary world—what Kant calls the world of nature.

In my view, the phenomenal world is spatial in the form
'from many to one’ (the one negating the many), and yet is tem-
poral in the form ‘from one to many’ (the many negating the one).
This is the self-contradictory structure of the conscious act. The
natural world is schematized, to use Kant's word, by having these
transforming perspectives as centers. The self-origination of
these centers may be regarded as the acts of imagination in the
dimension of consciousness; in the dimension of practical reason,
the schemata are laws that appear as self-determinations of the
predicate. From my standpoint, the Ding-an-sich is nothing other
than the transforming matrix in which the self finds itself—the
matrix of the self-forming historical world that is immediately
expressed in the self. Accordingly, I think I can subsume Kant's
philosophy within my own logic of the human-historical world.

I will append here a final word about my logic of the predicate. The
historical world, I say, is always self-expressive in the dynamically trans-
formative structure of the conscious act as the contradictory identity of
the many and the one. Its self-expression is its self-negation, and is, as it
were, symbolic by exhibiting a predicative character. Thus in the world
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of symbolic self-expression, which is to say the world that determines
itself in the form of judgment, the direction that is self-determining and
self-affirming may be defined in the categories of the grammatical sub-
ject while the contrary direction that is an expression of self-negation
may be defined in terms of the transcendental predicate.

Speaking from the side of the grammatical subject, the predicate
becomes its attribute; the predicate is not something autonomous in
itself, but can only be predicated in reference to the subject. In this frame
of reference, the predicate is merely abstract or universal. But something
that does not express itself in any sense would be a mere nonentity.
Accordingly, a grammatical subject, or a particular thing, is a subject of
expression; it has to be conceived through a logic of the predicative uni-
versal's own self-determination. My own transpositional logic conceives
of these two opposing directions of subject and predicate as the self-
determination of a “dialectical universal,” which I also refer to as “the
place of nothingness.” Grammatical subject and predicate express the
transcendent and immanent planes of this “place,” our historical reality
that transforms itself without underlying substance or ground. A sub-
stantive one or ground is to be found in neither plane, or direction.

The conscious world, having the form of a contradictory identity,
expresses itself through self-negation and creates itself through self-affir-
mation. It has a spatial character in respect of the one negating the many
in the order of coexistence, and is temporal in respect of the many negat-
ing the one in the order of occurrence. (Time and space are not indepen-
dent forms, but only dimensions of the self-transforming matrix of
space-time.) The conscious world transforms itself as a movement from
the formed to the forming—it is self-forming in this way, through its own
self-expression—and it transforms itself by way of this self-expression in
the forms of its space-time vectors, as the contradictory identity of the
many and the one.

From the standpoint of symbolic self-determination—that is, at the
ultimate point of that form of self-negation in the theoretical conscious-
ness by which the self-forming world determines, or expresses, itself
through its own self-negation—the act of formation becomes the act of
judgment. Therefore, from the perspective of the world’s own self-forma-
tion—that is, from the standpoint of the concrete matrix that is self-
determining through the act of judgment—subject and predicate are
related as the aspects of object and noetic act, respectively. The objective
element predominates in its movement from the formed to the forming,
or from the determined to the determining, where we emphasize the
aspect of a definite form, something created. Conversely, in the concrete
matrix that takes form through an object’s being present to a subject,
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everything is likewise to be understood as having the character of a predi-
cate, or as the self-determination of the predicative universal through the
act of judgment, and thus as something that determines itself on its own
ground.

Therefore, to consider the grammatical subject from the side of the
predicate is to regard the act of judgment as the self-determination of a
predicative universal. It is to consider it in the framework of the noetic
act by probing the depths of noesis itself. That the noetic act possesses
itself as pure act signifies that the universal possesses itself in its own
self-determination, and this, in turn, signifies that it has a temporal
character. Therefore the universal is its own process of particularization,
and, at its ultimate point, of its own individualization. But, at the same
time, this has the inverse significance that the universal possesses itself
through the negation of its individual determinations, and that it cannot
be determined in the form of an individual as grammatical subject. It
possesses itself by its own self-negation through which it negates the
deterfnination of the grammatical subject.

Probing the depths of noesis, the noetic act, as a determination hav-
ing the structure of a contradictory identity of the many and the one, is
spatial as the negation of the many, and yet is temporal as the affirmation
of the many. An act of consciousness is thus spatial-temporal.

The world is self-forming through its own self-expression in the
dialectic involving subject and object of expression. From the standpoint
of the act of judgment in the form of the grammatical subject, it may
finally be regarded as the world of Spinoza’s substance—something that
is absolutely determined as a spatial order of coexistence. In the form of
the predicate, however, it may be regarded as Kant’s world of transcen-
dental logic, or a self-determination of a self-determining universal that
has a temporal character. From this latter standpoint, the grammatical
subject becomes an object for a subject, as the self-determination of the
predicative plane. From this same standpoint, we can conceive rationally
of the world as an identity of Sollen and Sein, and generate the moral
imperative “you must act, therefore you can act.”

Just as the self-determining universal, by possessing itself in self-
negation (self-expression), becomes