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FOREWORD

Despite Rudyard Kipling’s firm assurance three-quarters of a century
ago that East and West could never meet, they have met hundreds of
times and ways in this century. The East has reached out to the West or
has been forced to accept technology, political and economic control,
and occasionally philosophies and a crust of cultural forms. The West
has reached out to the East for raw materials, cheap labor, exotic
products, ideas, and lately to Japan for improved Western technology.
But Kipling may still be correct in that a genuine, sympathetic, essence-
to-essence encounter has not yet occurred because of the diverse na-
tures of the two cultural streams.

In this volume we have something of an anomaly. Instead of the
Western scholar, or spiritual pilgrim, going eastward in search of
ancient philosophies of enlightenment, an Eastern Buddhist philoso-
pher is coming westward to make his case, equipped with a consider-
able knowledge of Christian and Western thought. Indeed, anyone who
reads the following pages will soon become aware of the extraordinary
openness of Keiji Nishitani to the West, of the width and intelligence of
his reading in Western literature, and of the sympathy which he
displays for Western philosophy and religion. This is something quite
different from the usual Zen-Western encounter, in which there is on
the one side the Eastern Sage who deliberately mystifies the Westerner
with an array of kéan which must be either appropriated in the esoteric
Zen manner or altogether left alone, and on the other side the Westerner
who registers frustrated or devout bemusement.

Of course it must be further said that the desire, herein evident, to
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communicate with Western thought, no matter how earnestly and
knowledgeably expressed, does not automatically assure the Easterner
an intelligent, let alone sympathetic, hearing in the West. Nishitani’s
effort is both encouraging as conversation and intensely interesting as
critique. The respective ways of thinking and feeling, however, the
total cultural resonances of the East and the West, have been too long
and too far separated for mutual acceptance and intelligibility to come

readily.

I

A basic difficulty that stares us in the face immediately, as noted in the
translator’s introduction, is the differing relation of philosophy and
religion in East and West. And it is very important to keep this in mind
from the beginning. For us in the West, religion and philosophy have
been two ever since the time of the Greek philosophers. For though the
Catholic theological tradition incorporated Aristotle into its theology
and Platonism into its experience, philosophy never lost its indepen-
dence, even in the Middle Ages. In the early modern period it asserted
its independence anew under the impulse of humanism and the new
empirical sciences. By the time of the Enlightenment it had come to
qualify and question the basic foundations and assumptions of the
Christian faith and ended up, as at present, occasionally in rational
support of religious verities (always on the basis of its own rational
foundations), more often in outright hostility toward all religion, but in
any event always completely separate. And this separation has been
institutionalized in the faculty structures.of many universities, espe-
cially in the United States.

In the millennia-long traditions of the Hindu and Buddhist East,
philosophy and religion have in effect and intent been branches of the
same enterprise, that of seeking man’s salvation. In India it is not
uncommon for the professor of philosophy to spend the years of his
retirement in personal religious quest, that is, in fully existentializing
his intellectualism. In Japan since the Meiji Restoration, the Western
pattern of separating the public (national and prefectural) universities
from the religiously founded and supported ones has been faithfully
followed, but the interchange of professors between the two systems
and the similar content of the philosophico-religious courses taught in
both bring them closer. After all, the Western pattern has been present
in university learning for only a century, while the Buddhist cultural
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pattern has been dominant in all Japanese learning for fif teen centuries.
Thus it is no anomaly in Japan that Nishitani should concurrently teach
philosophy in Kyoto University (national) and religion in Otani Univer-
sity (a Jodo Shinshd Buddhist institution). A Japanese friend says flatly
that there would have been no difference in content between the way in
which Nishitani would have taught a given course in the “philosophy”
faculty of Kyoto University and in the department of “religion” in
Otani University.

One must add to this another factor that confirms the above dispar-
ity and compounds the difficulty of East-West exchange, namely the
Japanese cultural context whose influence Nishitani’s thought reflects.
Every historian of Japanese culture has remarked on the ease with
which Buddhism adapted itself to the somewhat amorphous Shinto
patterns of early Japanese times, and on the symbiotic relationship of
the two thereafter. The Japanese cultural sensibility, to which Shinto
ritual gives formal expression and which is so congruous in spirit to Zen
Buddhism, can be characterized by two terms: organic-totalistic, and
existential-aesthetic. Its organic-totalistic apprehension of human life in
the world admirably fitted it to subtly “infiltrate” Zen. For Shinto (and
the Japanese) do not sharply separate mind-body, inner-outer, man-
nature, and religious-secular, but experience them as continua. The
kami (gods) were within everything—the ocean, the pine tree, the steel
of the swordmaker, and man himself, especially the hero and genius,
good or evil—as innate power and quality. Matter is thus spiritualized
and spirit materialized, so to speak.

This organic totalism of the Shinto-Japanese sense of life applied
also to the religious organization of life. Between them Buddhist and
Shinto ceremonies dealt with almost everything from the building of a
house, the planting of a crop, and the making of a sword to birth,
marriage, and death. Government and religion, whether Buddhist or
Shinto, mutually supported each other, one with material benefits and
the other with prayers and ritual. Political and religious personnel
frequently were interchanged—princes, emperors, and daimyo enter-
ing the monastery for political or personal reasons, and returning from
it to secular life for the same reasons. In any event the “wall of separa-
tion” between the sacred and secular in general, and church and state in
particular, was totally unknown to Japanese culture until the American
military authority disestablished Shinto as a state religion and dedivin-
ized the emperor in this mid-century.

Equally or more important is the aesthetic-existential component of
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Japanese culture, “aesthetic” here signifying the sensed and emotion-
ally appropriated, and “existential” that which affects the very roots of
one’s personal being and identity. Aesthetic form and feeling in many
situations are taken to be more important in Japan than practice or
substance. Ethical values and such virtues as righteousness and good-
ness, as well as the ultimate realities, are more often intuited and
emotionally sensed than rationally defined.

Correlative with this, and a not unimportant factor, is the character
of the Japanese language. Itis of a loosely related, agglomerative nature,
admirably suited to the expression of ambiguous, infinitely suggestive
nuances of feeling-tone, and frustratingly indeterminate to a West-
erner. Contrast this with German, for example, with its ordered gram-
matical structures in which each word is strictly held in its proper place
in a sentence so that it may deliver its bit of meaning clearly and
accurately to its hearer! Is it any wonder that the ontological proof of
God’s existence and present day symbolic logic developed in the West
and not in Japan? Or that Eastern Buddhist philosophy, when filtered
through the Japanese cultural milieu, may have difficulty in communi-
cating with Western philosophies, even though one, such as Professor
Nishitani, has taken particular pains to seek out congruences or contact
points between the two?

There is yet another factor, Buddhist in general and Zen in particu-
lar, which is fully as central to the difficulty of East-West communica-
tion as any of the above: the differing East-West views of the universe
and man’s place in it. A comparison of the two by means of somewhat
stereotypical models may illustrate this fundamental difference of cul-
tural stance. The Western traditional model of the universe may be said
to be a mechanical one, not too unlike an intricate piece of clockwork
with the greater and lesser wheels and their movements meticulously
geared to one another. The whole tends to be a more or less definite and
limited system, both in time and space. The parts may be closely
related to one another, but much of the causality is conceived in a
somewhat mechanical single-line mode, item to item. (I recognize that
modern physical theory greatly qualifies this picture; but this does not
alter the general validity of the comparison here.) Relationships therein
are genuine and important but tend to be discreet and external; there is
no confusion of the being or individuality of any one part with that of
any other.

Conjoint with this underlying conceptual model, part and parcel of
the same cultural philosophical mode of awareness, are the basic build-
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ing blocks of the Western thought structure—culturally inevitable, one
might say. In Western religious thought there is God (prime mover,
“watch” creator) who is transcendent of his creation, including man.
(Judaism and all its derivates have been strongly averse to humanizing
God or divinizing man.) But since man is more Godlike than any other
creature, he in turn transcends them all, the little lord of creation under
its Great Lord. The ultimate purpose of this subcreation, according to
Christianity, is to serve man and in the end to be conducive to his
eternal bliss. In post-Christian philosophy man as subject remains
rather lordly in his relation to objects. Mind, soul, or consciousness
alone “within” the citadel of individual selfhood looks “out” at every-
thing else, whether human or nonhuman, as “other.” As Nishitani
of ten insists, this Cartesian division of reality into immaterial, invisible,
subjective consciousness and material, visible objectivity is the epitome
of Western thought, the creator of its cultures and civilization. Out of
this climate has arisen the Western dichotomous type of logical asser-
tion that A is not, cannot be B. Nurtured in this atmosphere, deeply
conditioned by the Christian world view, there has arisen the dualistic
ethic of (absolute) good versus (absolute) evil, right versus wrong,
selfishness versus unselfishness and similar sharp distinctions. On this
same subject-object foundation, the human intellect, deliberately ab-
stracting itself from all emotion and aesthetic sensibility (except per-
haps the beauty of systematic order), can dispassionately and logically
consider and analyze any other, be it man, animal, plant, rock, star, or
component thereof, and thus create an immense and all-pervasive
structure called science.

By contrast the Eastern and Buddhist model for conceiving the
universe can be termed a biological-organic one. The East speaks of the
interdependency of part upon part and of part and whole, of the
internal relations of one entity to another within the organism that is the
universe. There is here the amorphous unity of nondistinction, of the
Taoist Great Primordial Nothingness (which is prior, perhaps tem-
porally, certainly structurally, to all individual being in the universe)
out of which beings flow in their diverse forms and to whose oceanlike
womb they return upon dissolution. Hua Yen Buddhism’s philosophy
of totality placed all beings in what Van Bragt, using a Christian term
for the interrelations within the Trinity, calls “circuminsessional inter-
penetration” of one another. Fa Tsang illustrated it by his hall of
mirrors in which each mirror (individual being) reflects (or “contains”)
the central Buddha image as well as every other mirror in the hall (the
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universe). Thus the whole can be said to be # the part as truly as the
part is in the whole. These and many similar figures clearly suggest a
living body rather than an intricate machine.

It is then inevitable that a philosophy (Zen Buddhist) which had its
origins and nourishment in this thought complex will characteristically
portray the universe in a way radically different from the Western
manner. In place of one-on-one causal sequences there will be wholis-
tic, contextual-causal interpretations. In place of a straight-line histori-
cal-causal “progress” of events to a climax of some sort in a limited
time-span there will be a historical “process” wherein time is cyclical
and infinite, and “purpose,” “drive,” and “direction” much less obvious
and important. Individual entities, including man, will not be seen as so
substantially separable from other entities as in Western thought, but
rather as a single flowing event in which the interdependent relation-
ships are as real as, or even more real than the related entities them-
selves. And man will have none of that proud, unique difference and
lordship over creation which the Christian West has given him—and
which he retains in post-Christian secularized form. In Eastern thought
he is part and parcel of the universe in which his existence is set, one
little wavelet in a vast ocean of being/non-being. And quite obviously
his visceral values, existential concerns, and intuitional awareness will
be fully as important in relating to and understanding the universe as his
sheerly rational knowledge—if not more so.

II

What happens now when a Buddhist philosopher (Nishitani) working
from his own Eastern Buddhist basis seeks to relate his perceptions of
the universe to the Western corpus of Christian faith and philosophical
thought? Philosophical-religious unity and an organic view of the uni-
verse will encounter a divided philosophical and religious thought
structure and a generally mechanistic universe; strongly intuitive-exis-
tential thought tries to deal with rational-logical thought. Thus a brief
sketch of what has already happened in Nishitani’s use of European
philosophical and religious motifs and ideas may perhaps open the way
to a projection of some probabilities in a fresh encounter with more
specifically American philosophical and religious thought. As we shall
see, the latter encounter is yet to begin.

It is evident at once in reading the following pages that Nishitani
perceives the long-dominant Christian and Greek rationalist traditions
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as irretrievably undermined by their own inherent logic and by the
modern scientific world view. They have been devoured by their own
progeny, the consequences of their own intrinsic qualities. What is left?
An underlying nihility, a spiritual vacuity, and a pervasive sense of
meaninglessness, coming explicitly to the surface in the philosophies of
Nietzsche, Sartre, and Heidegger. Second, the West—and all those
cultures affected by Western influences—present the spectacle of a
massive superstructure of brilliant, scientific achievement strung pre-
cariously over a chasm of meaninglessness, and are apparently incapa-
ble of building themselves new foundations from within their own
traditional resources. Hence they are in desperate need of a more
enduring foundation unassailable even by scientific and philosophical
skepticism.

Viewing European philosophy and religion in this context, Nishi-
tani has a rating scale of sorts for various types of Western thought. At
the bottom of the scale is the area in which East and West are most at
variance with each other, where the East makes least or only negative
contact with Western thought and values. Here stand Christian theism
and Cartesian subject-object dualism. Aside even from its dubious
proofs of God’s existence and evidences of his operation in historical
events, theism is inherently unsatisfactory to Nishitani because of a
chasm at the root of being, that between God and his creation, between
God and man especially. This fundamental cleavage at the very base of
man’s being and of his religious awareness, which Christianity indeed
holds to be the true character of that awareness, is directly antithetical to
the Taoist-Buddhist principle of harmonic, organic oneness at the core
of all being and of #74e human awareness. And in the philosophical area
the all-pervasive Cartesian subject-object duality must be viewed as
totally and perniciously divisive of man’s intellect from his existence. It
is even more subtle in its perversion than the religious duality in that it
egoistically perverts efforts to escape its self-imprisonment by ever
more rarefied, yet genuine, forms of subject-object consciousness.
Thus theism and subject-object consciousness are Westernness encap-
sulated and essentialized. They have opened a Pandora’s box of good
and evil: on the one hand, science and self-aware humanism; on the
other hand, meaninglessness, intellect cut off from its existential root-
age, and technology out of control.

In the middle range for Eastern appreciation are those philosophers
who have been more or less aware of the failing health and insecure
foundations of the dominant European world-view and have tried to
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remedy the situation. Immanuel Kant, for example, shocked out of his
complacent Christian rationalism by Hume, strictly limited the scope
of Reason in its apprehension of ultimate realities, but compensated by
rationally structuring the basic forms under which that reality appears
to us, and immensely deepening human subjective awareness. Yet for
Nishitani Kant remains the prisoner still of subjective intellectual ab-
stractions. Very significantly for our understanding of Nishitani, he
finds in Nietzsche, Sartre, and Heidegger (with whom he studied for
three years) the philosophers with whom he is most in consonance.
And, of equal significance for his thought’s encounter with typically
optimistic American thought, is the reason for this: they all, Nietzsche
most particularly, speak out of the depths of a rational-religious despair,
self-consciously despairing among the ruins of Greek-Christian
thought and belief structures. Basing themselves squarely on the nihil-
ity that now threatens—existence in a no-God, no-meaning world
wherein all human values come to naught in death—they propose a
new set of “meanings” fabricated solely out of “nothingness” and the
courage of desparation, so to speak. But, argues Nishitani from his basis
of Absolute Emptiness (§#nyata), even they are still within the Western
dualistic trap, caught in a subtle form of Cartesian selfhood—Nietzsche
in his Superman’s Will and Sartre in his absurd and irrational procla-
mation of the self’s freedom from all but self. Yet of all Europe’s
philosophers, they are nearest to the kingdom of Sanyata.

A few (by no means all) of the religiously oriented seem to Nishitani
to come nearest to Eastern Buddhism. Kierkegaard, for whom rational-
ized Christian doctrine was unable to provide the certainty needed for
faith-induced decision and action, seems to be somewhat kindred in
spirit to the Zen meditator facing the Great Death. St. Francis of Assisi
commends himself to Nishitani—but as an atypical Christian—for his
deep fellow-feeling toward all God’s creatures, even the inanimate, by
which he approaches the Buddhist sense of the organic oneness of the
whole universe. But most markedly it is with Meister Eckhart that
Nishitani feels existential and religious rapport. (No doubt he would
agree with D. T. Suzuki’s comment to me that “Eckhart is the leading
Zen man in the West.”) A godhead that is beyond all theologizing, that
is interpenetrative of the deepest human essence and interpenetrated by
the human essence in turn (and hence transcendently immanent in his
“creation”), is very close to that Absolute Emptiness in which, as
Nishitani maintains, all that is existent “lives, moves, and has its
being,” to use a Christian phrase.
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III

From the way in which Nishitani has dealt with European thought and
culture it is by now quite evident that the main encounter of his thought
with Western philosophy and religion is in the existential realm rather
than in that of formal theology or metaphysics, much less that of
language analysis. Perhaps indeed for Buddhism in general, and for
Nishitani’s nonsectarian Zen and demythologized Buddhism particu-
larly, the question of reality is an existential and religious one—reli-
gious in the sense of Tillich’s ultimate concern, so that the proper role of
philosophy is to advance existential interests, to make a fully existential-
ized human existence possible. As the translator notes in a perceptive
phrasing:

For the East the principle of salvation was made into a basic principle for all

reality . . . the Kyoto school (of which Nishitani is a “member”) simply transfers
this process to an ontological level in accord with the Western scheme of things.

Hence the primary points atissue between Eastand West as set forth in
this volume will be in the area of existential concern rather than in
cosmological theory or reality-speculation. The “real” world for Zen
Buddhism would seem to be the experienced, the lived-in, the existed-
in context of human life; the philosophic and/or scientific names given
to what surrounds us are considered of secondary importance to the
religious, that is, fully existential life.

In passing it is of some interest to inquire why there has been little
or no inclusion of any Anglo-American materials in Professor Nishi-
tani’s writings. Perhaps the reasons are not far afield. Since Japan’s
“opening to the West” her philosophers, for various incidental and
cultural reasons, have been interested primarily in the Germanic tradi-
tion—and Nishitani was educated in this tradition. But doubtless the
main reason is that the Anglo-American tradition has had little in it that
has appealed to an Eastern and Buddhist-oriented culture. In the
British tradition, for example, we have Reid’s commonsense realism,
practical, simplistic Utilitarianism, the empiricism and political philos-
ophy of Locke, the God-centered idealism of Berkeley—none of which
could have much appeal for a Buddhist-oriented thinker. As for Ameri-
can thought, almost the only American philosopher in whom Japan has
taken any interest at all is John Dewey and his pragmatic “learning by
doing” educational theories. Indeed for most of Japan, America is nota
land of thinkers but of merchants, manufacturers, technical entre-
preneurs, and practical-minded enterprise. What then can plausibly be
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projected about possible contact points, positive or negative, between
Nishitani’s thought and the American cultural scene?

In attempting to answer this question it must be insisted, in view of
the nature of the thought pattern expressed in this volume, that feeling-
tone is as important as formal thought-content for this encounter. The
general cultural tradition, the contemporary mood and its interests, and
like factors will be involved in the interaction and dictate the responses
quite as much or more than the specific ideas involved.

On the face of it, and in keeping with what has just been said, the
American scene would not look promising for a genuine encounter.
American culture on the whole has been permeated by an optimistic
and activist-progressive spirit, an onward-and-upward-forever hope-
fulness stemming from both religious and secular sources. Characteris-
tically, Americans have believed that determination, goodwill, and
ingenious “know-how” could solve almost any problem in the universe,
that success of our national efforts is guaranteed by Divine Will,
evolution, and the historically active forces of “progress,” in varying
proportions! Hence traditionally, “Eastern pessimism”—of which
Buddhism is judged to be the prime example—has been looked upon
askance. Emerson, one of the few American thinkers to pay serious
attention to Eastern philosophy and religion in the past, selected only a
vaguely-conceived oriental Oversoul to place on the fringe of his self-
reliance philosophy. So too, Americans tend to be scientifically-tech-
nologically oriented, perhaps no more confidently reliant upon technol-
ogy to provide the “good life” than the Japanese, but without their
tough resiliency in accepting misfortune and disappointment, product
of a thousand years or so of the Buddhist teaching of karma. Will such a
climate as this be at all receptive to Absolute Emptiness?

One must immediately add, of course, that the American optimism
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries has lost much of its buoy-
ancy and its naive confidence in the future. The golden material prom-
ises of limitless room and natural resources, and of a consequent “mani-
fest destiny” to power and glory (a secular descendant of the Puritan
sense of the Divine Purpose that was being fulfilled by their “holy
experiment” in New England) have lost their credibility for most
Americans, even though American affluence, relatively speaking, is
still enormous. So, too, there are many who have become aware of the
possibility of spiritual poverty in the midst of material plenty and are
disillusioned with mere affluence.

One might add to this also a kind of eager grasping for other views of
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the universe than the traditional-popular perception of a Newtonian,
material-causal clockwork structure. The seemingly greater flexibility
offered by the newer doctrines of physics on particle indeterminacy and
the relativity of time-space categories has seemed to some to represent a
new breath of liberty within the ironclad rigidity of the cause-and-
effect imposed by past scientific tradition, and to be somehow more
encouraging to the “spiritual” values. Books such as Fritjof Capra’s The
Tao of Physics, setting forth extensive parallels between some Eastern
religious-mythical views of the cosmos and the new world of physical
theory, have been quite popular. There is also a considerable growth of
natural environmental concern, a new awareness of the disastrous
consequences of an exploiting and aggressive technological industrial-
ism, that could find in the Buddhist sense of harmonic interaction
between man and nature something more congenial than the biblical
command given to Adam and his descendants to “subdue” the earth.
Such then is the general atmosphere in which this presentation of
Eastern values must make its way.

The American religious scene is also of interest and importance; for
no matter how existentially and philosophically this book’s ideas are
presented, they come forth as a Buddhist view of life, and its existential-
ism is inherently and self-evidently religious in the deepest sense of that
word. Though it is true that there is currently a revival of conservative-
evangelical Christianity, and though both current values and antivalues
in the United States embody or reflect Christian tradition, there is also a
new openness to “foreign” religions, especially among the younger
generation. Less than half of the country’s population profess any of the
varieties of Judaeo-Christian faith. For many the traditional churches
and their teaching have become unconvincing and personally irrele-
vant—not so much as in Europe, yet substantially. Thus there has been
a religious void, and a growing one in America, for the last few decades.
Into this void has poured a plethora of importations, particularly from
the Hindu-Buddhist East.

Of special interest here is the appearance of Zen on the American
scene. It has been in America now for nearly fifty years in a religious-
existential form. Some of the earlier interest in Zen, and the popularity
of Suzuki-Zen in the sixties, was of a faddish sort, a wave of interest that
then moved on to drug experiences for some, and to a renewed interest
in traditional Christianity for others. But for still others, Zen medita-
tion offered (and offers) a deeply personal and existential way of aware-
ness and life more meaningful than the traditional ways of “salvation.”
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And as is well known, even in Christian circles, particularly the
Catholic, there is considerable interest in and practice of a Christianized
Zen-style meditation—to say nothing of the many Zen-fertilized
personal-realization methods now current. Therefore it can be said that
Zen, properly or improperly understood and practiced, is now a perma-
nent part of the American religious scene.

For such groups this volume should be of considerable importance
and interest. Here, for almost the first time, we have a serious attempt
by a Buddhist philosopher to join issue philosophically, that is, not
experientially but intellectually, with Western religion and philosophy.
Up to the present, available Buddhist materials have largely been
translations of Buddhist scriptures and related writings, expositions of
these writings by Western linguists and historians of religion for uni-
versity audiences (where this volume will also be quite welcome!),
experimental psychological treatises on the “Zen experience,” and man-
uals for the practice of zazen. But a continuing Zen movement in the
West, mostly built on Zen experience so far, will sooner or later realize its
need for a more intellectual presentation of a Zen world view than it
possesses at present.

The relation of this volume to another important strand of Ameri-
can culture, with considerable inbuilt academic, religious, and personal
interest, poses a problem. This is the psychological-psychiatric strand.
Nishitani never mentions Freud, his successors, or opponents. Is it
because Freudian-inspired techniques seem to be too much the mere
manipulation of mental processes and emotional sets in order to better
achieve traditional worldly goals, rather than the existential break-
through Nishitani calls for? Yet this relationship, or lack of it, is of some
consequence because part of the above-noted interest in Zen has been
attributable to the strength of the psychological-psychiatric “tradition”
in America. Indeed in the earlier days, and to some extent even yet, Zen
has been viewed as a psychosomatic device to gain “inner peace” and to
avoid or to finesse one’s way past current social, ethical, and religious
dilemmas.

Finally, and perhaps most important, it must be inquired whether
the Buddhist philosophy of Absolute Emptiness can ever find a seri-
ous hearing among American philosophers. Here, as on the general
cultural scene, prima facie prospects are not encouraging. There have,
of course, been occasional contacts between Zen and American phi-
losophy. D. T. Suzuki, for example, appeared some years ago at a
Hawaiian East-West encounter, but it turned out to be more of a
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nonencounter; no philasophical answers were forthcoming from him, at
least not Western-style “rational” ones. Philosophy East and West pub-
lishes occasional articles on Buddhist (and Zen) thought in comparison/
contrast with Western thought. So too an occasional philosopher, for
example Paul Wienphal, has become deeply interested in the Zen mode
of awareness. But by and large the American philosophical community
has paid scant heed to Eastern philosophies in general, leaving them to
departments of religious studies or Eastern linguistics. And Zen in
particular has been given short philosophical shrift, being considered
too Eastern-abstruse, non- or anti-intellectual, or semimystical and
religious in nature.

Given the dominance of British empirical-realist schools of various
types in the American philosophical heritage, this is not surprising. Of
course there have been exceptions. Josiah Royce’s absolute idealism
attracted a few followers to an American idealist tradition, now mostly
gone. The German idealists, so well known in Japan, have also had a
few American followers. Naturalism comes to mind, described by its
adherents a generation ago as a “temper” rather than a school of
thought. There were also the realists who, along with the naturalists,
were concerned to philosophize in the light of new scientific discoveries
and the Darwinian theory of evolution. James’s pragmatism, sometimes
called the most characteristic American philosophy, viewed ideas not as
essences or activity from some ontologically higher realm, but simply as
plans of action whose truth or untruth was proven by their success in
dealing with the situation to which they were addressed. Dewey, as
observed, carried this philosophy on in the form of conceiving all
thinking to be problem solving. Certainly the naturalist view which
included man integrally in the natural order—strengthened here by
Darwinism—and pragmatism’s bringing ideation from its lofty Pla-
tonic heights into the push-and-pull world of concrete, living activity,
might strike responsive chords in a Zen-oriented mind. Yet it is difficult
to imagine any philosopher of these persuasions having a meaningful
conversation with Buddhist philosophers, even though they might be
sympathetic to the doctrines of codependent origination and the organic
oneness of the universe. And from Nishitani’s viewpoint, both philos-
ophies would still be caught up in the Cartesian subject-object dualism,
here crystallized in the “scientific method,” and be philosophizing in
vacuo, that is, nonexistentially and nonreligiously.

What then of the present philosophic scene? Here too the prevail-
ing currents are not well adapted for a Buddhist dialogue because
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the dominant American philosophical mode of thought is embodied in
the analytical and logical schools. The first, stimulated by Ludwig
Wittgenstein, takes the structures and usages of ordinary language—
Western-type language—for the proper field of philosophy. Metaphys-
ical and ethical problems cannot be properly dealt with by philosophy
because their truth or falsity cannot be determined. Their very pres-
ence in philosophy indicates a confusion about the structure, function,
and “meaning” of language itself. Symbolic logic is, if possible, even
further removed from metaphysical, religious, and ethical matters,
being a semimathematical analysis of the formal structure of (Western?)
language itself. It is concerned with the proper form of declarative,
affirmative, and negative statement more than with the ontological
“truth” or “reality” of any assertion or negation. In any event the only
future for Eastern Buddhist philosophy here would be as a fleeting
example for illustrating maximum philosophic aberration.

Even though they cannot claim large followings, there are other
philosophical persuasions in America besides these two that would be
less antagonistic or even friendly to Buddhist philosophical inter-
change. There is phenomenology, stemming from the German philos-
opher Edmund Husserl, a kind of meta-philosophy attempting to get
behind (or above?) the ordinary modes of thinking to the structure of
mentation itself, and not on a merely psychological level. “Bracketing”
all normative terms and considerations, phenomenology tries to pene-
trate to the structure of the very possibility of having experience or ideas
at all—Kant’s trancendental unity of apperception under a new name?
Yet the abstract superworldly nonexistential character of this kind of
thinking would seem to be far removed from Buddhist existentialism.

There is also a group that consider themselves existentialist, influ-
enced by Sartre and Heidegger, but, if one may judge, not so radically
pessimistic as either—perhaps the influence of American optimism.
The major emphasis among some of them is on “lived” values and
life-reality apprehended in actual involved existence, rather than com-
plete reliance upon purely logical, rationalistic, and “scientific”
approaches to reality. Obviously the importance here of visceral and
aesthetic values is considerable. In respect to Nishitani’s presentation of
the “nihility factory” in Nietzsche, Sartre, and to some extent in
Heidegger, as almost providing the necessary degree of existential
despair (a zazen-like “Why existence?” desperation) for a decisive break-
through into the level of that genuine $#nyata-awareness found in
Buddhism, American existentialist despair may seem too mild to serve.
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Nonetheless such a presentation of Buddhist philosophy as this may
well find sympathetic hearers among American existentialists.

A more recent but very lively school of American thought—one for
the moment more often to be found in departments of literature than in
departments of philosophy or religion—is that derived from French
structuralist and poststructuralist criticism, and in particular from the
work of Jacques Derrida. A principal theme of this school has been the
attack on the distinction between author and reader. At successive
levels of generalization, this theme becomes an attack on the distinction
between creator and interpreter, subject and object, and finally be-
tween self and nonself. When and if the methods of this critique begin
to be employed on the traditional subject matter of theology, Nishi-
tani’s somewhat parallel critique of the Western crises of theism and
selfhood may find a surprising kind of welcome.

One other possibility remains in the field of American philosophy,
and one that has been slightly explored already. To this writer it seems
to have the greatest potential for sustaining a full philosophical-religious
contact between Buddhist East and Christian West of any thought
pattern in America. This is the so-called process philosophy which had
its roots in the thought of A. N. Whitehead, especially in his seminal
Process and Reality. Again one must say that process philosophers are a
small group, but the group is vigorous and has its religious counterpart
in “process theology.” This latter has grown especially from White-
head’s portrait of God as having a “primordial” and a “consequent”
nature, that is, he is integral to the universe and vice versa, be develops,
to some extent at least, in the development of the universe. He might be
said to be transcendently immanent in it. One asks immediately
whether there are possible likenesses here to the Buddhist dbarmakaya or
Sanyatd.

Without attempting togive even a cursory summary of Whitehead’s
thought, two or three possible points of contact with the Buddhist
world view may be mentioned. First, there is clearly a biological-
organic model underlying process philosophy’s cosmology; indeed it
has often been termed the philosophy of organism. In iteach member of
the universe, at whatever level, is intimately connected with every
other by internal relations. Again process thought rejects any sharp
division between “mind” and “matter” in the constitution of the
cosmos; all existent entities, no matter how seemingly inorganic they
may be, have a mental or feeling pole as well as a material pole. Its
“ultimate reality”—though never quite so named—is creativity, supe-
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rior even to God it seems. For process philosophy, flexibility and
fluidity seem on the one hand to be in accord with Einsteinian relativity
and Heisenbergian uncertainty principles; and on the other to be at
least within speaking distance of the Buddhist view of the world as a
fluxing tide of event-entities and characterized by the “circuminses-
sional interpenetration” of all its parts portrayed so of ten in this volume.

There are as well some evidences of actual rapprochement between
process thought and Buddhist thought. Some Japanese graduate stu-
dents in America have been struck by the “likeness” of Whitehead’s
thought to Buddhist thought. Process and Reality has recently been
translated into Japanese. And there have been a few conferences be-
tween Japanese and American scholars devoted to an exploration of the
similarities and differences of Whiteheadian and Buddhist viewpoints.
Whether this will indeed grow into a full-scale and fruitful encounter
between Eastern and Western philosophical and religious essences
remains the secret of the future. But the potential for it is present, and
the following pages may well contribute to its realization.

Emeritus Professor Winston L. King
Vanderbilt University
Nashville, Tennessee



TRANSLATOR'’S
INTRODUCTION

The fact that this staff is a staff is a fact in such a way as to involve at the same time
the deliverance of the self. . . .

“Illuminating insight” does not stop at mere contemplation. It is integrated with
the deliverance of all beings in time from the universal suffering of the world."

In these few simple words we have, I believe, the deepest stirrings of a
mind for whom the cognitive pursuit of reality is inseparably bound up
with those ultimate concerns that have come to be known as religion. In
them we have the very heart of the challenge that the thought of Keiji
Nishitani poses to Western modes of philosophical reason and religious
speculation.

It seems only fitting, therefore, that we look further into the mean-
ing of this challenge, and the wider intellectual environment from
which it stems, by way of introduction to the essays offered here in
English translation.?

THE EASTERN BACKGROUND

It is a testimony to his integrity and seriousness as a philosopher that I
must begin with the claim that Nishitani’s thought can only be under-
stood against the background of Japanese culture, both in its historical
role as the final receptacle of the eastward drive of the cultures of India
and China, and in its contemporary position as the one country in the
world where East and West confront one another clearly and in full
array. Indeed, one might say that the particular appeal of his thought
for us lies precisely in the fact that its universality is mediated by this
regionality.
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In this regard, the following passage, appearing in the preface to the
first substantial philosophical text of the Kyoto School (the tradition to
which Nishitani belongs) to be presented to the English-speaking world
over twenty years ago, is still very much to the point:

While the history of Japanese metaphysical speculation, based on peculiarly Asian
religious experiences, goes back to the eleventh century, Japanese philosophy as
organized in accordance with Western concepts and assumptions is barely a
century old. Ever since they came in contact with the culture and philosophy of the
West, Japanese thinkers have considered it their task to search for a harmonious
integration of two philosophical worlds; to reformulate, in the categories of an alien
Western philosophy, the philosophical insights of their own past.’

In the case of the present book, the reader will no doubt soon
observe that while Western philosophers are frequently brought into
the discussion (and modern Japanese thinkers virtually passed over),
Nishitani is particularly fond of calling to mind and “worrying to
death” any number of old Japanese and Chinese texts, wrestling with
them until he has secured the blessing he seeks. This material belongs
almost entirely to the Buddhist tradition, which reached Japan by way
of China and Korea in the sixth century of the Christian era, and has
deeply impressed the mind of Japan and come to form the core of its
intellectual life for these many centuries since.* The words of Dégen,
the thirteenth-century founder of the S6t6 Zen sect in Japan, will be
found to loom especially large here. And indeed, Nishitani’s works in
general attest to a strong affinity with the thought of that extraordinary
religious and intellectual giant whose works, in the pure pragmatism of
their religious intent, can never be captured under the label of “spiritual
reading” and leave us no choice but to speak of them as “metaphysical
speculation.”

In reading Nishitani, then, we must constantly keep in mind the
way his thought follows along a path of Eastern speculation cut out of
the same bedrock through which the Buddhist stream flows. Only
when we are open to finding there a “rational” explication of an Eastern
experience of life that is legitimately different from our own, and in
many ways complementary to it, can we come to an appreciation of
what Nishitani is trying to do. For at every turn Nishitani emphatically
makes these Eastern insights his own while probing their relevance for
contemporary life and their relationship to Western philosophical
theories and religious tenets.

While there is no need even to attempt here a resumé of the rich
variety of that speculative world, two ideas at least should be singled out
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as fundamental to the whole structure. Together they combine to
render impossible, from the very start, the sort of dependency on and
concentration of attention toward the subject-object relationship which
characterizes Western thinking. In the first place, we have the notion of
pratitya-samutpada or “conditioned co-production,” according to which
reality is seen as a boundless web of interrelations whose momentary
nodes make up the “things” of experience. It is pure relation without
substance. It leaves covetous man with nothing to cling to, nothing to
become attached to. But the grasping, clinging subject itself is no more
substantial than things, because of a second notion, that of anatman or
non-ego, according to which the basic self-affirmation through which
man makes himself a permanent center of his world is undercut. In its
stead, man is made to lose himself in an “All are One” or a “formless
nothingness.”

This may perhaps look less like an explanation of reality to us than
like a pure and simple reductio ad nibilum of the facts of experience. To be
sure, original Buddhism, where these ideas first found systematic ex-
pression, is world-negating in the extreme; and the reduction of all
reality to a cosmic dream or “mind-only” is the ever-present and allur-
ing Lorelei of Eastern speculation. Yet the main point for us to grasp
here—and Nishitani goes to great lengths to make us see it—seems to
be that this does not mean a mere doing away with the world, that it is
not what we would call a simple negation of reality, but an alternative
and ultimately positive view of reality that might even be termed a
“radical empiricism.”

In an effort to explain this, Japanese thinkers frequently refer us to
Japanese and Chinese art:

Eastern paintings do not aim at the expression of the real form of things; and even if
they do portray the form of things, they do not portray the things themselves; by
means of them they express the soul, but this soul is nothing other than the
formless world. On the surface of the canvas the blank spaces dominate. These
blank spaces are wholly different from the backgrounds of Western paintings.
Instead the blank spaces are expressed by the form of the things portrayed.®

In this same regard we recall the famous words of Kitaré Nishida:

In contradistinction to Western culture which considers form as existence and
formation as good, the urge to see the form of the formless, and hear the sound of
the soundless, lies at the foundation of Eastern culture.®

In brief, the Western mind cannot but think that all reality has been
done away with when all “being” (form, substance) has been negated;
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but the East has found that the removal of the immediate and over-
powering face of reality is but a necessary condition for what is really
real to appear.

Obviously this metaphysical position and everything it entails was
not reached all at once. Indian art, for example, even in its overtly
Buddhist representations, shows a marked difference from such a view.
Its cluttered surfaces, tangled with figures that seem to undulate to-
gether in a restless pullulatio of movement, seem to tell us: “form is
fullness.” In Hinayina Buddhism, on the other hand, we find the
opposite extreme where all things are declared to be void: “form is
emptiness.” It is only in the Mahayina tradition, Nishitani would
argue, that Buddhism reaches a synthesis of affirmation and negation.
There things become an expression of the void, enabling the complete
formulation that often serves it as a kind of motto: “form is emptiness,
emptiness is form.” Hinayana Buddhism finds its salvific negation or
nirvana(thatis tosay, its “sacred”) in a world apart from and beyond the
world of samsara teeming with illusory appearances of individual reali-
ties. Mahayana Buddhism, on the other hand, locates nirviana squarely
within this secular world of form and asserts that it is there that nirvana
finds its self-expression. The Kegon and Tendai philosophies that
developed out of Chinese Buddhism surely represent important steps in
the full elaboration of this view. Nishitani, however, seldom refers to
them directly and, even then, reserves his allusions for the most part to
those cases in which he finds their ideas reflected in Zen speculation. In
contrast, the Indian originator of the complete viewpoint of emptiness,
Nagarjuna, seems to be granted a position of central importance.’

There can be no doubt, then, that we have in Nishitani a modern
representative of an Eastern speculative tradition every bit as old and as
variegated as the Western philosophical endeavor. But that tradition
was also said to be “based on peculiarly Asian religious experiences.”
For the fact is that it is something that developed in unison with
religious objectives and practices, without ever setting itself up as a
system of “objective” knowledge, complete in itself and detached from
the realm of the religious. In this sense, we might refer to it as “intrinsi-
cally religious.” Hence when we speak of “Buddhist philosophy,” we
need to understand thereby a mode of speculation that takes as its
radical point of departure the Buddhist religious experience of reality as
expressed in the Four Holy Truths, provides a systematic explanation
of that religious doctrine and its attitude, and constructs for it an
appropriate logic.
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The Christian West does not possess anything comparable in the
way of a “Christian philosophy.” Even after the advent of Christianity,
Western philosophy held fast to its Greek roots and did not make a
fundamental shift in orientation to serve as an explanation of the Chris-
tian religious experience. The same could be said of either the Judaic or
the Islamic religious experience vis-a-vis Western philosophy. As a
result, we find religion and philosophy coexisting in conditions laden
with tensions. The individual tends to assume one world view, for
example, in moments of spiritual reading and another in moments of
rational analysis. It is different with Buddhist philosophy, where the
unity of the religious and the speculative has never been severed. The
German theologian Hans Waldenfels puts it this way in speaking of
Nagarjuna: “Whatever he has to say philosophically all has to do with
clearing the way for enlightenment and with the radical liberation of
man from all false attachments that obstruct that way.”® So, too, we
find thinkers like Heinrich Dumoulin remarking similarly of Zen that it
shows “the most intimate relationship between experience and doc-
trine. . . . Metaphysical speculation, religious practice, and mystical
experience come very near each other and form a unity.”

The questions all this confronts us with seem to converge at three
principal points. First: What has this intrinsically religious logic to teach
theology, especially Christian theology? Second: What has this speculation to
teach us about the structure of reality in general? A fair portion of the
representatives of this speculation, and Nishitani is clearly among
them, are carried along by the conviction that only on this level is truly
real reality revealed to man: “When we speak of things ‘as they truly are
in themselves,” we are on the field of religion.”'® And third: Can this
speculation stand by itself, apart from religious practice, in logical autonomy and
thus be considered philosophy in the Western sense? On the one hand, we need
to inquire into what D. T. Suzuki meant when he wrote that “Nishida’s
philosophy . . . is difficult to understand, I believe, unless one is
passably acquainted with Zen experience.”!! On the other hand, if
there is one thing that distinguishes Nishitani and his colleagues of the
Kyoto School from their Buddhist predecessors, it is their confronta-
tion with Western philosophy and their determination to see their
speculation as expressly philosophical in some “scientific” sense or
other of the term. It is to ask if the caesura the Kyoto School effects
between religion and speculation is the same as that seen to obtain
between religion and philosophy in the West. In its most precise form,
the question asks after the logic adopted by the Kyoto School. Its
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representatives seem to agree that their logic is necessarily dialectical in
the highest degree, indeed “more dialectical than Hegel’s logic.” But we
want to know at what point this sort of logic not only stretches the
confines of reason but springs free of those confines altogether.

THE KyoTto ScHooL

At this point something further needs to be said regarding the term
“Kyoto School” that I have been using rather freely so far. Briefly put,
the Kyoto School is a way of philosophizing—more of a philosophical
ethos than a unified system of thought—which developed in the depart-
ments of philosophy and religion at the State University of Kyoto under
the initial inspiration of Kitaré Nishida (1870—1945), widely acknowl-
edged as the foremost philosopher of Japan since the time of the Meiji
Restoration. In the words of Yoshinori Takeuchi, one of the principal
contemporary representatives of the Kyoto School: “It is no exaggera-
tion to say that in him Japan has had the first philosophical genius who
knew how to build a system permeated with the spirit of Buddhist
meditation by fully employing the Western method of thinking.”*?

The basic characteristics of the Kyoto School have already been
hinted at: a thoroughgoing loyalty to its own traditions, a committed
openness to Western traditions, and a deliberate attempt to bring about
a synthesis of East and West. As Nishitani himself writes:

We Japanese have fallen heir to two completely different cultures. . . . This is a
great privilege that Westerners do not share in . . . but at the same time this puts a
heavy responsibility on our shoulders: to lay the foundations of thought for a world
in the making, for a new world united beyond differences of East and West.'

It is these characteristics, I would submit, together with the high level
of competence with which the task they contain has been performed,
that recommend the efforts of the Kyoto School to our attention, and
make it altogether regrettable that this philosophical tradition has yet to
be adequately introduced to the world at large.**

As noted above, the dream of a synthesis has been with Japanese
intellectuals ever since the inclusion of philosophy as an integral part of
the Western culture imported during the Meiji era. That such a dream
should have been engendered is hardly to be wondered at, though we
should not therefore overlook the overwhelming odds it faces to become
a reality. In fact, during the first generations the appreciation of West-
ern philosophy by Japanese scholars was somewhat superficial, which
is understandable enough given their previous moorings in Confucian
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and Buddhist thought. At best their efforts led to a crude sort of
syncretism. The past fifty years have brought pitfalls of their own. For
one thing there is the conversion to a Westernized system of education,
which may have contributed to a better appreciation of Western philos-
ophy, but at the same time has left most Japanese intellectuals weak-
ened in self-confidence toward their own traditions. Moreover, if we
add to the higher levels of scholastic sophistication the peculiar Japanese
tendency to compartmentalize, the inevitable result is that most Japa-
nese scholars of Western philosophy get stuck within the narrow limits
of their chosen field of specialization. While the degree of competence
this enables is often remarkable indeed, there is every reason to deplore
the fact that departments of Western philosophy (called tetsugaku ¥
according to a neologism coined by its first advocates) and Indian
philosophy (generally combined with Buddhist Studies and called /ndo
tetsugaku) carry on side by side in blissful ignorance of one another.
Finally, we have to admit that departments of Western philosophy tend
to mirror faithfully every movement taking place on the Western scene
without showing much dynamism of their own or taking root in their
native Japanese situation.

Against this backdrop the Kyoto School stands out as the single
great exception, which the rest of Japanese academia does not very well
know what to do with. To read through the works of its thinkers is to be
struck by the resemblances to German idealism and its offshoots. And
to be sure, that tradition has had considerable impact on Japan. As T.
Shimomura notes, after the initial waves of French positivism and
Anglo-Saxon utilitarianism, “in the 1890s, German philosophy became
the mainstream.” The reason for that special interest, he contends,
“resides largely in the fact that that philosophy combines a deep moral
and religious character with a strict logical and speculative character.”*®
If we try to pin that affinity down more precisely, we come to two
related traits: the recourse to dialectical logic and the resonances of
mysticism.

The use of paradox is everywhere apparent in the writings of the
Kyoto School, and contradiction is clearly considered not only to be
logically meaningful but to be the sole means to drive the mind on to
truly real reality. This trait is most pronounced in Nishida’s definition
of the real as a “self-identity of absolute contradictories” (or more freely
and familiarly rendered, as a “coincidence of opposites”). Whatever
other differences there may be between them, on this point Nishitani
follows in the footsteps of Nishida, whose “dialectic is not so much the
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process of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis, but a discovery of contra-
dictions and the unity or identity in these contradictions.”’

Now while style and terminology may remind us of German ideal-
ism, the real source of this dialectical language, let it be remembered, is
to be found in the Mahayina speculation alluded to earlier, and most
immediately in the paradoxical way of speaking peculiar to Zen. In this
connection, special attention needs to be given to the role of the con-
junctive soku [ 1] (translated here as sive) in Sino-Japanese Mahayina.
Put between two contradictory concepts (for instance in the formula,
“emptiness-sive-form, form-sive-emptiness”), it is meant to draw off the
total reality of the two poles into itself as their constitutive and ontolog-
ically prior unity. It indicates the only point or “place” at which the
opposites are realized and display their true reality. In order more
clearly to show the “inverse correspondence” or “identity through
negation” at work here, this has at times been referred to as the logic of
soku/bi (sive/non) [ ENE ].

Before turning to the mystical element in the philosophy of the
Kyoto School—or rather, to establish its relationship with the element
of paradox more firmly—we may pause here for a brief look at Nishi-
tani's peculiar use of spatial metaphor just referred to in the context of
the soku. At every turn we find him referring to the “place” or “point”
[£Z % tokoro] at which events occur, to the “field” [3f ba] of being or
emptiness, to the “standpoint” [37.3% tachiba) of the subject on its field,
and so forth. The use of such language, and the way of thinking behind
it, reverts back to Nishida who spoke of the absolute as the “locus of
absolute nothingness.” While Nishitani himself does not often take the
word “locus” [ 3%#fr basho] into use as such in the present work, the
connection is unmistakable for those in the Kyoto School.

One’s initial reaction might be to dismiss all of this as a mere vestige
of spatial imagination, along with the rest of the allusions to dimension,
horizon, plane, and so forth. There is, of course, no gainsaying the
danger of being led astray by metaphorical terminology. Yet the fre-
quency and consistency with which such speech appears even in our
own descriptions of the absolute as a “transcendent”—whether “up
there” or “out there”—should give us pause to pay it greater attention.

The notion of “locus” was first suggested to Nishida, it would
appear, by the idea of topos in Plato’s Timaeus, although he himself also
refers to Aristotle’s notion of hypokeimenon and Lask’s field theory to
explain its meaning. As Matao Noda has observed, “In this connection
the modern physical concept of field of force, taken by Einstein as a
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cosmic field, seems to have suggested much to Nishida.”'® Perhaps the
first thing to remember in trying to understand what Nishida, and with
him Nishitani, has in mind is that our everyday idea of “place” is not a
mere nonexistent “nothing” and yet neither is it an existent “some-
thing.” It is more in the nature of what Jaspers calls an “encompassing”
(Umgreifendes) that allows things to exist where they are: each on its own,
and yet all together in a sort of oneness. The rest is a matter of degree.
The place where things are can be envisaged at one end of the spectrum
as determining things and binding them together in a purely external
and superficial way; at the other, as defining their most intimate rela-
tionships and thus as constitutive of their very reality. The former is
found in our commonsense notions of place; the latter is closer to the
scientific idea of “field.” In the transition from the one to the other,
what was originally seen as a kind of detached background becomes
more immediately immanent,'® and the very idea of “background,”
usually understood as something secondary that sets the stage for
things, comes to take on the richer sense of das Hintergriindliche, the
hidden, deeper reality of things normally hidden from view.

A technical analysis of the concept of locus in Nishida, as indicated,
needs to probe further the special appeal that Aristotle’s idea of matter
has for him and to show how the notion of a hypokeimenon, as the
non-being out of which all forms originate, was taken over by him.
From there one would have to go into the dilemma in Aristotle’s logic by
virtue of which the individual is sought for but never reached through
the specification of the universal; and the way in which this led Nishida
to seek a principium individuationis in universality itself which, pushed to
its limits, ends up ultimately in a transcendental indetermination.
Finally, we should have to consider Kant’s transcendental apperception
as the unity of the subject, and the way in which this led Nishida to
search for a unity wherein both subject and object would find their
rightful place. Traces of all of these motifs are scattered throughout the
essays presented here. It seems to me that this is not unconnected with
the question about our sense of reality, about where we “locate” the
truly real. In Christianity, all reality is said to be finally concentrated in
the reality of God; for Plato, the really real is located in an intelligible
world. For the Kyoto School, things are ultimately real on the field of
emptiness, a place that is at once beyond our everyday encounter with
things and yet where we do not encounter any reality—be it God or
Idea—other than the reality of things themselves.

The critical importance of the concept of place is inseparable in turn
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from the concept of nothingness (more correctly, absolute nothingness)
or emptiness, which, as Shimomura reminds us, is commonly consid-
ered the basis of existence in the East. An idea fraught with mysticism,
it was Nishida’s achievement to have succeeded in grounding theidea of
nothingness conceptually and logically through his idea of locus.?
Mention has already been made of the cardinal role that nothingness
plays in the Buddhist tradition on the whole. It can now be seen more
particularly to serve as the keystone that holds together the elements of
the paradoxical and the mystical in the Kyoto School.

Takeuchi sets East and West against one another in sharp contrast
here:

The idea of “being” is the Archimedean point of Western thought. Not only
philosophy and theology but the whole tradition of Western civilization have
turned around this point. All is different in Eastern thought and Buddhism. The
central notion from which Oriental religious intuition and belief as well as philo-
sophical thought have been developed is the idea of “nothingness.”*

Granted that this is basically the case, any attempt ata synthesis of East
and West will have to reckon on bringing about a viable symbiosis.
Provisionally, the way is left open either for assigning nothingness a
fundamental role in Western modes of thought or for taking up being as
a fundamental principle into Eastern modes of thought. As to which of
these alternatives the Kyoto School follows in its pursuit of a synthesis,
I would hazard the view that, at least on the surface, Nishida’s writings
seem rather to belong to the former, while the present work of Nishitani
is clearly oriented to the latter.

In general, Oriental thinkers are fond of pointing out that, contrary
to Western notions of nothingness, the Eastern notion is not a mere
negative or relative nothingness, but an absolute nothingness that em-
braces both being and nothingness. In particular, Nishitani is said to
have reached a “point” at which being coincides with nothingness.??
The question then becomes whether the Western notion of being in its
full length and breadth, with its enormous force of affirmation (Beja-
bung), and with all the aspirations to self-transcendence it embodies, is
really subsumed under Eastern nothingness, or whether it is manipu-
lated as a kind of “antithesis” or steppingstone to that nothingness. I
only raise the issue here as one that the reader of these pages will hardly
be able to avoid.

The dominant role of nothingness in Eastern culture is radically
bound up with the world-negating aspect of its religion, especially
Buddhism, and owes its basically positive connotations to the fact that
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this world-negation is seen from the outset as leading to, or containing
in itself, salvation or true human realization. It is a “mystical idea” in the
sense that life itself is seen not to have a direct value but rather to realize
its value through death. Since the West possesses its own principles of
world-negation or life-through-death, especially in Christianity, we are
led to ask why the notion of nothingness never came to take a positive
significance in the West and why it was never elevated to the status of a
basic cultural principle. Perhaps an answer lies in the fact that for the
East the principle of salvation was made into a basic principle for all
reality—as for instance in Mahayina Buddhism’s idea of samsira-
sive-nirvina—and that the Kyoto School simply transfers this process
to an ontological level in accord with the Western scheme of things.
Would this not lead us to conclude that the West never made such a
transference because the world-negation of its religion was not so
radical, or because the whole content of its religion could not be
represented in the aim of deliverance from this world?

As the words cited at the opening of this introduction testify, and as
the book as a whole will confirm again and again, the philosophy of the
Kyoto School is through and through religious. In the case of Nishida
testimonies abound, all of them agreed that his philosophical inspira-
tion belongs to Zen. To cite Shimomura once again: “Religious philos-
ophy was the ultimate concern of his philosophical thinking from the
very beginning until the very end. . . . Accordingly, he tried to include
in philosophy also what in the West, perhaps as mysticism and as the
limit of philosophical thought, philosophy stops short of.”?* Through-
out the Kyoto School the conviction seems to hold sway that truly real
reality is primarily to be found and its structure primarily revealed on
the level of religion. “In religious Love or Compassion, the highest
standpoint of all comes into view,” writes Nishitani.?® This would
mean that the structure or logic of religious experience represents the
prototype of every effort of the mind to grasp the truth of things. The
question as to whether such a thing as “unsaved reality” can exist at all,
and, if so, whether this might not have itsown provisional structure and
logic, is one that arises at once to the Western mind and appears to
remain unanswered.

In a rather roundabout way, all of this may help to explain why a
certain affinity with German idealism is to be found in the resonances of
mysticism within the Kyoto School. More directly to the point perhaps
is the passion for unity or Alleinbeit that the two have in common. For
Schinzinger, “Mahayana Buddhism is basically pantheistic; its prevail-
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ing idea is that Buddha is in all things, and that all things have Buddha-
nature. To comprehend the Buddha-nature in all things, an approachis
required which . . . experiences absolute oneness.”?¢ The label of pan-
theism, modeled as it is after Western patterns of Alleinbeit, is not
altogether appropriate, and it is with good reason that both Nishida and
Nishitani explicitly reject it. Some kind of absolute standpoint, how-
ever, is needed to get a full view of that standpoint. The Kyoto School
appears to share with German idealism the truly philosophical convic-
tion of the possibility of such a standpoint.

Kengr NisHITANI

Keiji Nishitani is universally recognized as the present “dean” of the
Kyoto School and standard-bearer of the tradition that began with his
teacher and master, Nishida. Nishitani was born on February 27, 1900,
in the same rural district (Ishikawa Prefecture) of central Japan as
Nishida. When he was seven years old, his family moved to Tokyo
where he received the rest of his formal education. After graduating
from Japan’s most prestigious college at the time, the Daiichi Kotogak-
ko, he moved to Kyoto where he has spent the rest of his adult life. In
1924 he graduated from the department of philosophy at the Kyoto
Imperial University (since renamed Kyoto State University). In 1926
he took up a post lecturing in ethics and German at Kyoto’s Imperial
College and in 1928 assumed a lectureship at the Buddhist Otani
University, both of which positions he held concurrently up until 1935,
when he was called back to his alma mater and named professor in the
department of religion. In 1955 he conceded his post in the department
to Professor Yoshinori Takeuchi in order to assume the chair of modern
philosophy until retiring in 1963. Since that time Kyoto has remained
the center of his apparently unflagging activities as professor of philos-
ophy and religion at Otani University, and as president of the Eastern
Buddhist Society (founded by D. T. Suzuki), of the International
Institute for Japan Studies (at the Christian Kanseigakuin University in
Nishinomiya), and of the Conference on Religion in Modern Society
(CORMOS).”

In his own account of his philosophical starting point, Nishitani has
written:

Before I began my philosophical training as a disciple of Nishida, I was most
attracted by Nietzsche and Dostoyevsky, Emerson and Carlyle, and also by the
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Bible and St. Francis of Assisi. Among things Japanese, I liked best Soseki
Natsume and books like the Buddhist talks of Hakuin and Takuan. Through all
these many interests, one fundamental concern was constantly at work, I
think. . . . In the center of that whirlpool lurked a doubt about the very existence
of the self, something like the Buddhist “Great Doubt.” So it was that soon I
started paying attention to Zen.?®

These words give us a good idea of the intellectual vectors coming
together in Nishitani’s thought. To them we might add the influence of
Schelling, whose work on The Essence of Human Freedom he later trans-
lated into Japanese, of the existentalist philosophers, especially Heideg-
ger with whom he studied in Freiburg from 1936 to 1939, and of a
lifelong interest in the German mystics, particularly Meister Eckhart.

In another biographical essay he speaks still more poignantly of the
birth of his philosophy:

My life as a young man can be described in a single phrase:. it was a period

absolutely without hope. . . . My life at the time lay entirely in the grips of nihility

and despair. . . . My decision, then, to study philosophy was in fact—melodra-

matic as it might sound—a matter of life and death. . . . In the little history of my
soul, this decision meant a kind of conversion.?

The nihility that we see here will remain at the very core of Nishitani’s
philosophical endeavors. This explains further why Marxism—or any
philosophy (or theology, for that matter) that stresses outer events to the
neglect of Existenz—was never able to tempt him:

It was inconceivable that this could ever solve my problem. That a materialistic
philosophy cannot answer the problems of the soul is clear to me from my own
experience. For me there is no way to doubt that the problems of the soul are the
fundamental ones for man.*®

It was at that critical moment that Nishitani encountered Nishida
and Zen, the two forces he was to identify with most, though never to
the point of surrendering his own individuality. Indeed, they helped
him to get back in touch with himself and freed him to tackle the great
spiritual problems of his time. There are numerous references in his
works to the relationship between Zen and philosophy, especially as
regards his own life. I restrict myself here to two short but revealing
passages:

We consider it necessary for our philosophical inquiry to maintain a fundamental
religious attitude that accords with the spirit of free and critical thought of
philosophy. Since Zen has no dogmatics, and wishes to have none, it is easy to
understand why many of us keep rooted in the experience of Zen practice.*!
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And in the final essay of this book, after noting that it is the “original
countenance of reality” that he is interested in pursuing, free of all
religious and philosophical preconceptions, he goes on:

If I have frequently had occasion to deal with the standpoints of Buddhism, and
particularly Zen Buddhism, the fundamental reason is that this original counte
nance seems to me to appear there most plainly and unmistakably.*?

Apropos of the same relationship in Nishida’s work, Schinzinger notes
suggestively: “Judging by all that has been said about Zen, everything
depends on whether or not one can bring about a revelation of the
essence of being in one’s own existence.”*’

Waldenfels helps us here to put Nishitani’s philosophy in the right
perspective:

For Nishitani it is a question of a fundamental religious option that he sees our
historical situation grounded in a realm beyond space and time, a réalm which is
proclaimed in the mystical experiences of all times and in the basic Buddhist
standpoint of emptiness. Nishitani’s intention is to direct our moderndilemmato a
solution through the basic notion of emptiness.**

We could go on lining up quotation after quotation from Nishitani in
the same vein, but they all leave no doubt as to where Nishitani wants to
locate the fundamental problem of our times: it is nihilism, and its
alliance with scientism, that is undermining the very foundations of
Western civilization, leaving man with no place to stand as man.

This constant preoccupation with nihilism also determines Nishi-
tani’s place within the Kyoto School. In one of his autobiographical
passages, he remarks that the interest in Marxism and in the problems of
scientific rationalism was already present in Nishida and Tanabe. His
own inclinations led him elsewhere:

It seemed to me that the problem of modern nihilism in Nietzsche and others was
profoundly connected with all these matters. I am convinced that the problem of
nihilism lies at the root of the mutual aversion of religion and science. And it was
this that gave my philosophical engagement its starting point from which it grew
larger and larger until it came to envelop nearly everything.*

In this way Nishitani came to see the conquest of nihilism as zke task for
himself as well as for contemporary philosophy and for future world
culture in general. Once he had found his standpoint in Nishida’s
Eastern nothingness, his philosophy could take its basic orienta-
tion: nihility, or relative nothingness, can only be overcome by a
radicalization of that nothingness, namely, by a “conversion” to abso-
lute nothingness.
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In all of this, we should not overlook the delicate balance of East and
West, of Buddhism and Christianity which is present in Nishitani’s
vision. On the one hand, the true view of reality and the only hope for
the global culture of the future is to be found (or at the very least
strongly prefigured) in the Eastern heritage. While Nishida presents his
idea of absolute nothingness as much as possible in continuity with
Western ideas, Nishitani calls it by its Buddhist name, $unyata, and
takes pains to show how in the East, too, the real idea of emptiness was
born out of the conquest of the nihility at the ground of the human
condition. On the other hand, the current dynamics of history seem to
lean rather in the direction of the West. It is there that nihilism appears
as the fundamental historical direction of an entire culture. Through
the loss of God, its “absolute center,” this affirmative-oriented culture
of being has fallen into an abyss of nihility. From there it can never save
itself through a simple return to affirmation, but “the negative direction
must be pursued toits very end . . . where the negative converges, soto
speak, with the positive.”?¢ Still, the West must do this, as it were, by
itsown dynamism, through a return to the ground of its own traditions.
Put crudely and in its bare essentials, the question for Nishitani comes
down to this: the West has nowhere to go but in the direction of the
Eastern (Buddhist) ideal, but it cannot do so except from its own
Western (Christian) premises.

Such is Nishitani’s challenge to Western thought and to Western
religion. The dilemmas of present-day culture are born out of Chris-
tianity and cannot be overcome without reference to Christianity. And
yet in its present form Christianity is not suited to solving these prob-
lems. In order to rise to the task it has to break free of its Western
provincialism, to reassess its appreciation of its own values and reorient
itself according to a deeper appreciation of the fundamental values of
Buddhism. Only in this way can Christianity become a standpoint of
true affirmation, able to embrace and to overcome the negations it has
engendered.

It bears repeating here that Nishitani sees his philosophy of empti-
ness, and Mahdyana Buddhism in general, as radically positive. On this
point he finds a convergence of his philosophy with the “original,
pre-Buddhist, worldly nature” of Japanese culture. The question fre-
quently arises from the outside whether Buddhism with its world-
negating ways is not alien to the native Japanese religiosity as we find it
expressed, for instance, in the Shinto celebration of life. If so, this
would mean that the Buddhist inspiration of the Kyoto School is
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betraying the Japanese experience rather than honoring it. Nishitani is
well aware of these questions, so much so that they can be said to flow
through his writings like a steady undercurrent. Nowhere is the point
stressed more forcefully than in the present book that the field of
emptiness, while resulting from an absolute negation, forms the basis of
an absolutely positive cultural attitude. Indeed the absoluteness of each
immediately present individual thing cut off from all conditionings and
relativizing elements, and the freedom and creativity of the self totally
open to an infinite universality on the field of emptiness, are exalted
here in almost lyrical terms.

We may round off this brief look at Nishitani’s thought with two
concluding remarks. First, let us return to the relationship between the
thought of Nishitani and that of his master, Nishida. Nishida’s works
show him coming back again and again to the same struggle with
finding, in concrete confrontation with Western philosophical system:s,
a logical expression for his initial Zen intuition of “pure experience,”
culminating in his talk of absolute nothingness. Nishitani takes up from
there to concentrate on the fundamental problem of nihilism and on the
two forces that can be looked to for its solution, Buddhism and Chris-
tianity. Most of the themes elaborated in the following pages—the
search for truly real reality, the progression from being through relative
nothingness to absolute nothingness (where the unity of nothingness
and being is achieved), the relationship between world and individual,
the identity of self and other, the motif of the intimior intimo meo, and so
on—can be traced back to Nishida. But while the “volitional process” is
central to many of Nishida’s works and intuition is granted validity only
in the context of praxis, Nishitani’s thought seems to show a clearer
orientation to contemplation within which the will appears as a disrup-
tive and distorting element.

Second, a word about Nishitani’s conception of history. From
within the Kyoto School, the treatment of history in the final two essays
has been received as the strongest and most original part of the book.*’
For the Western reader, on the other hand, these chapters may well be
the hardest to digest. If it is in general the case that Nishitani offends
our sensitivities with regard to reality and thereby sets us reflecting on
our own presuppositions, this is particularly true here, where our view
of history seems to be systematically dismantled before our very eyes,
stone by stone. History, as a process that comes from somewhere (its
beginning) and goes somewhere (its end); the unique position of cultural
man as builder of history through the objectification of his actions; the
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irreversibility of time with its all-important distinction between the
actual and the possible, past and future; the drama of events, decisions,
and culpability —the whole construction is reduced tosomuchrubble.

Nishitani’s outlook on natural, ontological reality, for all it differs
from our commonsense “realistic” view of things, may find a ready ally
in the contemporary view of science. For it has become commonplace to
note that the solid, discrete objects that seem to make up our world
belong to a buzzing confusion of fluid process where the presence of
individuality and limitation seem more remarkable than their absence.
But what of the reality of world-historical events?

Offhand, we might be tempted to remark that Nishitani is attempt-
ing the impossible in trying to bring an essentially ahistorical Eastern
religiosity to bear on the philosophy of history. In fact, it would seem
that Nishitani himself has occasionally had similar misgivings.*® If
anything has sustained him, it can only be the conviction expressed in
the words with which he closes this book: “Unless the thought and
deeds of men one and all be located on such a field [of emptiness], the
sorts of problems that beset humanity have no chance of ever really
being solved.”

Meantime, it is certainly worth our while to follow him as he asks
whether the standpoint of §iinyata can contribute anything new to the
view of history, and to take seriously his argument that the traditional
Judaeo-Christian view of history does not really allow for selflessness.
In so doing, we are obliged to reflect anew not only on the roots of the
idea of history in Judaeo-Christian religion, but also on the possible
effects of such a view on our concrete historical praxis. While it has
become almost cliché to single out historicity as the dividing wall
between Western and Eastern religions, and while Nishitani’s attempts
to break through that partition may not be totally successful, his work
certainly illustrates for us a novel way of aligning Buddhism with
ontology and the Judaeo-Christian tradition with history. The fact
contained in the reality that “this staff is a staff” challenges here the
reality contained in the fact that “Christ has died.” The question that
remains is whether it might also provoke in us new efforts to understand
the import for all Western thought of the claim, that the man who died
on the cross is the selfsame Word through whom all things were made.

I should like to conclude with a few words about this translation.
Uprooting a tradition carefully bred and nurtured in its native Eastern
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soil and potting it in the alien and restricting categories of Western
thought and language presents a constant danger at each step ot the way
in a translation such as this ana leaas to some unavoidable problems.
Surely many factors argue in favor of the timeliness of such a venture at
introducing the philosophy of emptiness into our familiar world of
substantial being: the growing need for East and West to meet in the
global village created by technology; the impact of process metaphysics
on religious reflection; a certain preparedness in philosophical circles
to reconsider the importance of nothingness, due to such figures as
Heidegger; and so on. Yet the fact remains that the rhythms of life and
thought in East and West are not yet simultaneous, let alone synchro-
nized. The conditions for such a possibility are still in the making. At
these initial stages, there is still a good deal of jostling and jarring whose
echoes, I am only too well aware, resound throughout the pages of this
translation.

Against this backdrop, every effort has been exerted to write
English instead of trying to imitate the flavor of the Japanese by creating
a prose that only those who straddle both languages could appreciate.
At the same time, particular attention has been given to rendering every
sentence, and practically every word, with as great a consistency as
possible, in order not to make unnecessary interpretative decisions on
behalf of the reader. I cannot flatter myself that the results make for
easy reading. All too often the unfamiliar Oriental perspective that
Nishitani slips into the discussion of familiar matters and the markedly
different methods employed in philosophical argument inhibit the flow
of the style.

In this respect we might first keep in mind the general Eastern
antipathy to overly direct and assertive language in everyday inter-
course. In place of an abrupt trumpeting of opinion in terms that the
listener should not be able to disregard, Japanese prefers to circumnavi-
gate an issue, tossing out subtle hints that permit only a careful listener
to surmise where the unspoken core of the question lies. The same
indirectness, or circularity, applies to philosophical argumentation.
While the Western ideal of analysis prizes clarity and distinctness and
progress in a straight line from one logical step to the next, Japanese
philosophical style proceeds by way of concentric circles. The point has
been noted often enough by both Eastern and Western thinkers:

In general, it may be stated that Japanese thinking has the form of totality
(Ganzbeit): starting from the indistinct total aspect of a problem, Japanese thought
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proceeds to a more distinct total grasp by which the relationship of all parts
becomes intuitively clear.*”

Like a musical theme, the basic theme is repeated and emphasized many times

over, and while executing variations and performing spiral rotations continues to
ascend.*

Nishitani certainly shows that “spiral repetitiveness” to the highest
degree. His paragraphs not uncommonly run to several pages each and
do not readily yield to being broken up. But whether this strikes one as
magical incantation or simply gets on one’s nerves, the loss is ours if we
allow the foreignness of style to close us off altogether from the insights
it orchestrates for us.

In addition, the reader may detect in Nishitani’s prose a certain
influence from Heidegger’s philosophical style. Not only has this
cracked the skull of a fair portion of his Japanese readership, it has also
tempted me on more than one occasion to commit whole pages to the
more supple demands of German grammar and vocabulary. In any
event, like every creative philosophical thinker, Nishitani feels free to
borrow philosophical jargon from others and give it a new twist better
suited to his own aims. In such cases the reader will have to be the judge
of nuances in meaning.

The notesin the text are the author’s. In lieu of interposing clarifica-
tions of my own along the way, a glossary has been prepared to give
some indication of the technical vocabulary employed, some of which
may remain obscured by the English translation. It is meant to offer
brief hints to certain of the Buddhist concepts adopted and some
explanation of terms particularly difficult to translate. For those who
are familiar with the writing system of Japanese, it may also serve to
show how the translation was made and to highlight some of the subtle
changes of meaning that have taken place in the transposition of Indian
Buddhist terms into the framework of Chinese ideographic writing.

The history of the translation is an odyssey all its own. I recount it
briefly only because it offers me an occasion to express my gratitude to
those who helped it along its way from one stage to the next and whose
names have every bit as much right as mine to appear under the title. An
English translation of the first essay, signed by Janice D. Rowe, ap-
peared back in 1960 in Vol. 2 of the journal Philasophical Studies of Japan.
Five years later I prepared an initial draft of the remaining five essays
over an eighteen-month period in collaboration with Seisaku Yama-
moto, currently professor of philosophy in the department of general
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education at Kyoto State University. This was then passed on to
Professor Nishitani who decided to have the translation published
serially in The Eastern Buddhist, a journal that serves as an organ of the
Eastern Buddhist Society of which he is the president. In preparation,
the text was gone over painstakingly by the author himself, together
with Norman Waddell, a member of the journal’s editorial board and
himself an accomplished translator of Japanese Buddhist texts. It ap-
peared in this form over the years 1970--1980.

We should note here that in a concerted effort to make his line of
argument more readily understandable to the Western reader, Nishi-
tani took the liberty of adding occasional explanatory sentences and
phrases at various points throughout the text. The reader who would
compare this translation with the original Japanese should be informed
that these English additions are authentic and not the woolgathering of
the translator.

Finally, in preparation for publication in book form, the entire
translation, including the first chapter, was gone over once more in
comparison with the original Japanese for greater overall consistency
and rather drastically revised for better readability by James Heisig, a
co-member of the Nanzan Institute for Religion and Culture in
Nagoya. At this stage the author was persuaded to allow his original
title What is Religion? to be changed to what seemed to us a more suitable
alternative.

Itis my pleasant duty here tothank the editors of Philosophical Studies
of Japan and The Eastern Buddhist for their generous willingness to waive
their rights to the translation; and to express my deepest appreciation
and sincerest gratitude to Seisaku Yamamoto, Norman Waddell, and
James Heisig for their eminently capable and unselfish labors in behalf
of this project. Finally, it is a special pleasure for me to be able to
acknowledge in print the many efforts that Frederick Franck made in
behalf of this project for several years prior to publication, and the
constant help and good counsel that we received from John Russiano
Miles and the University of California Press. Without them, we should
never have brought the work to completion.

Nagoya, Japan Jan Van Bragt
Christmas 1980



NOTES

1. See below, pp. 158, 183.

2. Obviously, this introduction itself can only be of an introductory nature. I refer
the interested reader to Hans Waldenfels’s book-length study of Nishitani’s philos-
ophy, Absolute Nothingneas (New York: Paulist Press, 1980). Published as the opening
volume of Nanzan Studies in Religion and Culture, it may be considered a companion
to Nishitani’s opus mafor, which we are proud to include as the second volume of that
series. Pursuing the roots of Nishitani’s thought all the way back to Sakyamuni,
Professor Waldenfels not only outlines and analyzes, but takes significant steps to
initiate a critical evaluation or rather a dialogue—from a Christian standpoint. I have
relied heavily on his pioneering work in the preparation of my remarks.

3. Kitaré Nishida, Intelligibility and the Philosoply of Notbingness. Three philosopbical
essays, trans. with an introduction by Robert Schinzinger (Tokyo: Maruzen, 1958). The
passage cited here is taken from an unsigned preface.

4. The stress belongs here on “intellectual,” which might as well have been
written “speculative.” Since the Japanese mind is often characterized as “antispecula-
tive,” I am inclined to agree fully with Professor Shimomura when he writes: “Japan
had from very ancient times many outstanding Buddhist, Confucian, and later, Shinto
thinkers. Their thought was philosophical in a high degree.” Toratar6 Shimomura,
“Nishida Kitarc and Some Aspects of his Philosophical Thought,” in Kitaré Nishida, A
Study of Good, trans. V. H. Viglielmo (Tokyo: Japanese Government Printing Bureau,
1960), p. 191.

5. Ibid., pp.216—217. See also Yoshinori Takeuchi, “The Philosophy of Ni-
shida,” Japanese Religions, 3, no. 4 (1963): 11-17.

6. Shimomura, “Nishida,” p. 211.

7. Waldenfels endeavors to show how Nagirjuna's notion of §inyata (“empti-
ness”) is pivotal for Buddhist thought and how it served as an inspiration for Nishitani's
own efforts, concluding: “We may safely assert that in his own way Nishitani is seeking



xliv NOTES

the selfsame thing that Nagarjuna had aimed at in the early years of our era.” Walden-
fels, Nothingness, p. 15; see also pp. 7, 15—23.

8. Ibid., p. 15.

9. H. Dumoulin, Ostlicke Meditation und Christliche Mystik (Freiburg-Munich: Karl
Alber, 1966), p. 235.

10. Keiji Nishitani, “Nihon ni okeru shuky6 ishiki” [ B &=+ 2 5% &®  Reli-
gious Consciousness in Japan), in Kiyoko Takeda, ed., Shiss no bobs to taishs (Tokyo:
Sébunsha, 1963), p. 254.

11. D. T. Suzuki, “How to Read Nishida,” in K. Nishida, A Study of Good, p. iii.

12. In regard to these and related questions, readers of Japanese may find it
worthwhile to consult the proceedings of a symposium that gathered the principal
contemporary representatives of the Kyoto School together with Buddhist and Christ-
ian scholars to discuss the theme “Christianity and the Kyoto School of Philosophy.”
The symposium was held at the Nanzan Institute for Religion and Culture in the
spring of 1980 and the results published in the following year by Shunjdsha of Tokyo
under the title Zettaimu to kami. Nishida Tanabe tetsugaku no denté 6 kirisutokys—
[txim e BE - BOE¥OEHE %) 2 % “Absolute Nothingness and God. The
Nishida-Tanabe Philosophical Tradition and Christianity”).

13. Takeuchi, “The Philosophy of Nishida,” pp. 3—4.

14. K. Nishitani, ed., Gendas Nippon no tetsugaku [ Rt 8 =154 Philosophy in
Contemporary Japan] (Kyoto: Yukonsha, 1967), pp. 2—4.

15. Comparatively speaking, the German philosophical scene is better informed
on these matters than its counterpart in the English-speaking world. Of Nishida’s
translated works we have already referred to Schinzinger’s translation of three essays
(originally appearing in German under the title Die intelligibele Welt) and A Study of Good,
Viglielmo’s translation of Nishida’s first and seminal work. In addition we may mention
the following: Fundamental Problems of Philosophy. T be world of action and the dialectical
world, trans. D. A. Dilworth, (Tokyo: Sophia University, 1970); and Art and Morality,
trans. D. A. Dilworth and V. H. Viglielmo (Honolulu; The University of Hawaii,
1973). Of the second philosopher of the Kyoto School, Hajime Tanabe (1885 —1962),
whose thought shows a stronger influence from the Pure Land Sect of Buddhism, we
have no single book-length translation as of yet.

16. Shimomura, “Nishida,” pp. 193, 195.

17. R. Schinzinger, Three essays, pp. 55—56.

18. Matao Noda “East-West Synthesis in Kitaré Nishida,” Philosopby East and
West, 4 (1955): 350.

19. A dialectic of “near side” and “far side” is frequently referred to in the present
book. Nishitani uses it to combat possible misunderstandings that might arise concern-
ing the “field of emptiness” as something that exists apart from things, lying beyond or
behind things, and to combat every possible idea of a world beyond this everyday
world, every “objective transcendence.”

20. Shimomura, “Nishida,” p. 212.



NOTES xlv

21. Y. Takeuchi, “Buddhismand Existentialism: The Dialogue Between Oriental
and Occidental Thought,” in W. Leibrecht, ed., Religion and Culture: Essays in honor of
Paul Tillich (New York: Harper, 1959), p. 292.

22. See Masao Abe, “Nishitani Hakasecho ‘Shukyé to wa nanika’ o yomite”
(EamMt® ""ae My, ##AT On reading Professor Nishitani's What is Religion?],
Tetsugaku kenkyi 42, no. 1 (1962): 83 —104.

23. From a slightly different perspective I have touched on this question in my
“Notulae on Emptiness and Dialogue: Reading Professor Nishitani’s What is Religion?,”
Japanese Religions, 4, no. 4 (1966): 50—78.

24. Shimomura, “Nishida,” pp. 205-206.

25. See below, p. 281.

26. Schinzinger, Three essays, p. 10.

27. As these titles should make sufficiently plain, Nishitani’s concern with the
dialogue between East and West, Buddhism and Christianity, has not confined itself to
theoretical speculation but has also engaged him in practical activities.

28. “Watakushi no tetsugakuteki hossokuten” [g.otr¢tg2 & My philosophi-
cal starting point], in Michitaré Tanaka, ed., Koza: Tetsugaku taikei (Kyoto: Jimbunsho-
in, 1963), 1: 229. I have referred to this elsewhere in an essay entitled, “Nishitani on
Japanese Religiosity,” in Joseph Spae, Japanese Religiosity (Tokyo: Oriens Institute for
Religious Research, 1971), pp. 271-272.

29. “Watakushi no seishun jidai” [ #.»#% & The Days of My Youth], in his
Kaze no kokoro[ B = = 2 Heart in the Wind] (Tokyo: Shinchésha, 1980), pp. 195, 198,
204.

30. Ibid., p. 198.

31. Foreword to Waldenfels, Nothingness, p. v.

32. See below, p. 261.

33. Schinzinger, Three essays, p. 16.

34. Waldenfels, Nothingness, p. 52.

35. Nishitani, “My Philosophical Starting Point,” pp. 229-230.

36. Nishitani, “Science and Zen,” The Eastern Buddbist, N.S. 1, 1 (1965): 102.

37. M. Abe, “Nishitani,” pp. 93—94.

38. See below, p- 201.

39. Schinzinger, Three essays, p. 6.

40. Shimomura, “Nishida,” p. 207.






PREFACE

Of the six essays that make up this book, the first four and part of the
final essay have been published previously in the series Lectures on
Contemporary Religion (BLIXF# %%, vols. 1,2,4, and 6, Tokyo: So-
bunsha, 1954—1955). I had originally been asked to write an article
for the opening volume under the title “What is Religion?” but finding
that what I wrote there did not adequately express what I wanted to
say, I followed with a second article under a different title. Still feeling
that justice had not been done to the subject, I kept on writing until I
ended up with four essays. Even then I felt that something more had to
be said on the subject and so added two more essays, which comprise
the final two chapters of the present book. Such being the case, it is
hardly to be wondered at that these pages do not possess the systematic
unity of a work written from beginning to end with a definite plan in
mind. Still, the work will, I hope, reveal a unity of thought throughout.
Some readers may, I fear, get the impression that the contents of
what follows do not correspond to the title. On seeing the word religion
on the front cover and glancing at the title of the initial chapter, one
might expect a book by a specialist in the history of religions, a book that
analyzes the range of phenomena that characterize the various historical
religions and explains the universal traits of what we call religion. I
believe that this is precisely what the editors of Lectures on Contemporary
Religion had in mind when they approached me for a contribution. But
the actual contents and line of thinking to be found in these pages are of
another sort. They suggest that the phenomenon of religion and the
question “What is religion?” can take on a meaning altogether different
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from such expectations: the attempt to come to one’s own conclusions
while asking questions of oneself. In the former approach, the author
takes his lead from someone else’s questions and treats his subject with
scientific objectivity, offering conclusions based on the facts of history.
In this latter approach, the quest is for the “home-ground” of religion,
where religion emerges from man himself, as a subject, as a self living in
the present.

Naturally, even in this second case we need to take into account the
given facts as they have come down to us from the past. But at the same
time there is the additional attitude of finding explanations that carry
conviction for oneself as a contemporary individual, and in that sense of
directing one’s attention to what ought to be rather than simply what has
been. The posture of turning one’s gaze from the present to the past is
complemented by the posture of turning one’s gaze from the present
toward the future. On this approach, the fundamental meaning of
religion— what religion s—is not to be conceived of in terms of an
understanding of what it has been. Our reflections take place at the
borderline where understanding of what has been constantly turns into
an investigation of what ought to be; and, conversely, where the
conception of what ought to be never ceases to be a clarification of what
has been. It is in this sense, and in accord with my own interests, that I
interpret the question that marks the starting point of the first chapter.
From the very outset, then, I have made it my concern to ask what it
means to pose the question, “What is religion?”

The inquiry into religion attempted here proceeds by way of prob-
lems judged to lie hidden at the ground of the historical frontier we call
“the modern world,” with the aim of delving into the ground of human
existence and, at the same time, searching anew for the wellsprings of
reality itself. In so doing, I place myself squarely in a no-man’s-land
straddling the realms of the religious and the antireligious, or areligious
(for to be unconcerned with religion will be taken here as already
constituting a kind of relationship to religion), in a realm whose borders
shift unevenly. Insofar as religion is being treated as a whole, I do not
intend to base myself on the tenets or doctrines of any religion in
particular, and any remarks made in that regard may be considered
parenthetical to the main argument. For since it is religion in general,
and not simply some particular brand of religion, that antireligious or
areligious standpoints oppose or express their lack of concern with, it
would follow as a matter of course that an investigation of matters
religious on the general design described above must call into question
religion itself as religion.
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In modern times, as the universal concept “religion” cameto take on
a meaning of its own, it was inevitable that what we now call the
philosophy of religion would come into being. In this sense, the essays
gathered together here may be said to follow the lead of previous
philosophies of religion. All philosophies of religion up until now, from
the time of the classical systems of the nineteenth century, however,
have based themselves on something “immanent” in man such as reason
or intuition or feeling. In my view, it has since become impossible to
institute such a standpoint, given the nature of the questions that have
meantime given rise to the thought of the later Schelling, Schopen-
hauer, Kierkegaard, or even Feuerbach and Marx, and, above all,
because of the appearance of positions like the nihilism of Nietzsche.
Consequently, our considerations here take their stand at the point that
traditional philosophies of religion have broken down or been broken
through. In that sense, they may be said to go along with contemporary
existential philosophies, all of which include a standpoint of “tran-
scendence” of one sort or another.

Finally, this book deals directly with a few fundamental Buddhist
concepts, such as §anyata and karma, and draws upon a number of terms
connected with particular Buddhist sects, such as “becoming mani-
fest,” “circuminsession,” “emergence into the nature of,” and the like.
But let me repeat: this does not mean that a position is being taken from
the start on the doctrines of Buddhism as a particular religion or on the
doctrines of one of its sects. I have borrowed these terms only insofar as
they illuminate reality and the essence and actuality of man. Removed
from the frame of their traditional conceptual determinations, there-
fore, they have been used rather freely and on occasion—although this
is not pointed out in every case—introduced to suggest correlations
with concepts of contemporary philosophy. From the viewpoint of
traditional conceptual determinations, this way of using terminology
may seem somewhat careless and, at times, ambiguous. As far as
possible, it is best to avoid this sort of trouble; but it is not always
possible when one is trying, as I am here, to take a stand at one and the
same time within and without the confines of tradition. In this regard, I
can do no other than rely on the reader’s indulgence.

A great number of people have gone to considerable lengths to help
this book along on its way to publication, among whom I would single
out here the names of Ryéen Minamoto and Masakazu Ohora. For all
their kind help and hard work, I wishto express my heartfelt gratitude.

Kyoto, Japan Keiji Nishitani



1

WHAT IS RELIGION?

I

“What is religion?” we ask ourselves, or, looking at it the other way
around, “What is the purpose of religion for us? Why do we need it?”
Though the question about the need for religion may be a familiar one,
it already contains a problem. In one sense, for the person who poses the
question, religion does not seem to be something he needs. The fact that
he asks the question at all amounts to an admission that religion has not
yet become a necessity for him. In another sense, however, it is surely
in the nature of religion to be necessary for just such a person. Wherever
questioning individuals like this are to be found, the need for religion is
there as well. In short, the relationship we have to religion is a contra-
dictory one: those for whom religion is 7oz a necessity are, for that
reason, the very ones for whom religion i a necessity. There is no other
thing of which the same can be said.

When asked, “Why do we need learning and the arts?” we might try
to explain in reply that such things are necessary for the advancement of
mankind, for human happiness, for the cultivation of the individual,
and so forth. Yet even if we can say why we need such things, this does
not imply that we cannot get along without them. Somehow life would
still go on. Learning and the arts may be indispensable to living well,
but they are not indispensable to living. In that sense, they can be
considered a kind of luxury.

Food, on the other hand, is essential to life. Nobody would turn to
somebody else and ask him why he eats. Well, maybe an angel or some
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other celestial being who has no need to eat might ask such questions,
but men do not. Religion, to judge from current conditions in which
many people are in fact getting along without it, is clearly not the kind
of necessity that food is. Yet this does not mean that it is merely
something we need to live well. Religion has to do with life itself.
Whether the life we are living will end up in extinction or in the
attainment of eternal life is a matter of the utmost importance for life
itself. In no sense is religion to be called a luxury. Indeed, this is why
religion is an indispensable necessity for those very people who fail to
see the need for it. Herein lies the distinctive feature of religion that sets
it apart from the mere life of “nature” and from culture. Therefore, to
say that we need religion for example, for the sake of social order, or
human welfare, or public morals is a mistake, or at least a confusion of
priorities. Religion must not be considered from the viewpoint of its
utility, any more than life should. A religion concerned primarily with
its own utility bears witness to its own degeneration. One can ask about
the utility of things like eating for the natural life, or of thmgs like
learning and the arts for culture. In fact, in such matters the question of
utility should be of constant concern. Our ordinary mode of being is
restricted to these levels of natural or cultural life. But it is in breaking
through that ordinary mode of being and overturning it from the
ground up, in pressing us back to the elemental source of life where life
itself is seen as useless, that religion becomes something we need—a
must for human life.

Two points should be noted from what has just been said. First,
religion is at all times the individual affair of each individual. This sets it
apart from things like culture, which, while related to the individual, do
not need to concern each individual. Accordingly, we cannot under-
stand what religion is from the outside. The religious quest alone is the
key to understanding it; there is no other way. This is the most
important point to be made regarding the essence of religion.

Second, from the standpoint of the essence of religion, it is a mistake
to ask “What is the purpose of religion for us?” and one that clearly
betrays an attitude of trying to understand religion apart from the
religious quest. It is a question that must be broken through by another
question coming from within the person who asks it. There is no other
road that can lead to an understanding of what religion is and what
purpose it serves. The counterquestion that achieves this breakthrough
is one that asks, “For what purpose do I myself exist?” Of everything
else we can ask its purpose for us, but not of religion. With regard to
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everything else we can make a telos of ourselves as individuals, as man,
or as mankind, and evaluate those things in relation to our life and
existence. We put ourselves as individuals/man/mankind at the center
and weigh the significance of everything as the contents of our lives as
individuals/man/mankind. But religion upsets the posture from which
we think of ourselves as #elos and center for all things. Instead, religion
poses as a starting point the question: “For what purpose do I exist?”

We become aware of religion as a need, as a must for life, only at the
level of life at which everything else loses its necessity and its utility.
Why do we exist at all? Is not our very existence and human life
ultimately meaningless? Or, if there is a meaning or significance to it all,
where do we find it? When we come to doubt the meaning of our
existence in this way, when we have become a question to ourselves, the
religious quest awakens within us. These questions and the quest they
give rise to show up when the mode of looking at and thinking about
everything in terms of how it relates to «s is broken through, where the
mode of living that puts us at the center of everything is overturned.
This is why the question of religion in the form, “Why do we need
religion?” obscures the way to its own answer from the very start. It
blocks our becoming a question to ourselves.

The point at which the ordinarily necessary things of life, including
learning and the arts, all lose their necessity and utility is found at those
times when death, nihility, or sin—or any of those situations that entail
a fundamental negation of our life, existence, and ideals, that under-
mine the roothold of our existence and bring the meaning of life into
question—become pressing personal problems for us. This can occur
through an illness that brings one face-to-face with death, or through
some turn of events that robs one of what had made life worth living.

Take, for example, someone for whom life has become meaningless
as a result of the loss of a loved one, or of the failure of an undertaking on
which he had staked his all. All those things that had once been of use to
him become good for nothing. This same process takes place when one
comes face to face with death and the existence of the self—one’s
“self-existence” —stands out clearly in relief against the backdrop of
nihility. Questions crowd in upon one: Why have I been alive? Where
did I come from and where am I going? A void appears here that
nothing in the world can fill; a gaping abyss opens up at the very ground
on which one stands. In the face of this abyss, not one of all the things
that had made up the stuff of life until then is of any use.

In fact, that abyss is always just underfoot. In the case of death, we
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do not face something that awaits us in some distant future, but
something that we bring into the world with us at the moment we are
born. Our life runs up against death at its every step; we keep one foot
planted in the vale of death at all times. Our life stands poised at the
brink of the abyss of nihility to which it may return at any moment. Our
existence is an existence at one with nonexistence, swinging back and
forth over nihility, ceaselessly passing away and ceaselessly regaining
its existence. This is what is called the “incessant becoming” of
existence.

Nihility refers to that which renders meaningless the meaning of
life. When we become a question to ourselves and when the problem of
why we exist arises, this means that nihility has emerged from the
ground of our existence and that our very existence has turned into a
question mark. The appearance of this nihility signals nothing less than
that one’s awareness of self-existence has penetrated to an extraordinary
depth.

Normally we proceed through life, on and on, withoureye fixed on
something or other, always caught up with something within or with-
out ourselves. It is these engagements that prevent the deepening of
awareness. They block off the way to an opening up of that horizon on
which nihility appears and self-being becomes a question. This is even
the case with learning and the arts and the whole range of other cultural
engagements. But when this horizon does open up at the bottom of
those engagements that keep life moving continually on and on, some-
thing seems to halt and linger before us. This something is the meaning-
lessness that lies in wait at the bottom of those very engagements that
bring meaning to life. This is the point at which that sense of nihility,
that sense that “everything is the same” we find in Nietzsche and
Dostoevski, brings the restless, forward-advancing pace of life to a halt
and makes it take a step back. In the Zen phrase, it “turns the light to
what is directly underfoot.”

In the forward progress of everyday life, the ground beneath our
feet always falls behind as we move steadily ahead; we overlook it.
Taking a step back to shed light on what is underfoot of the self—“step-
ping back to come to the self,” as another ancient Zen phrase has
it—marks a conversion in life itself. This fundamental conversion in life
is occasioned by the opening up of the horizon of nihility at the ground
of life. It is nothing less than a conversion from the self-centered (or
man-centered) mode of being, which always asks what use things have
for us (or for man), to an attitude that asks for what purpose we ourselves
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(or man) exist. Only when we stand at this turning point does the
question “What is religion?” really become our own.

II

Being the multi-faceted reality that it is, religion can be approached
from any number of different angles. It is commonly defined as the
relationship of man to an absolute, like God. But as that definition may
already be too narrow, there are those who prefer, for example, to speak
in terms of the idea of the Holy. If this relationship is taken more
concretely, however, still other possible angles of approach suggest
themselves. For instance, the relationship of man to God may be spoken
of as the abandonment of self-will in order to live according to the will of
God; as the vision or knowledge of God; or, as the unveiling of God to
the self, or in the self. Again, it may be thought of a