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Abstract

During the 1930 and 194G, many Japanese intelleduals resisted Western cultural
imperialism. This theoreticd movement was unfortunately complicit with wartime
nationalism. Kitaro Nishida, the founder of modern Japanese phil osophy and the leading
figure of the Kyoto Schoal, has been the focus of a wntroversy asto whether his
philosophy was inherently nationalist or not. Nishida s defenders claim that his
philosophicd “universalism” was incompatible with the particularistic nationalism of
Japan’s imperialist state. From the standpoint of postcolonial critique, | argue that this
defenseisinsufficient. Philosophicd universalism is not in itself anti-imperialist, but canin
fad contribute to imperialist ideology.



Beyond “East and West”: Nishida’s Universalism and Postcolonial Critique

1. Eurocentrism and Japanese Philosophy

For a century, Asian intellecual and cultural life has been inordinately preoccupied with
the meanings and implications of “Westernization” and “modernizaion.” Japan
sidestepped this problem during its long yeas of isolation, but finally in 1853
Commodore Perry and his cannon-wielding “bladk ships’ came to the shores of

Y okohama and demanded the opening of the wuntry. At that point the wuntry faced two
aternatives--either beacome avictim of Western expansionism, or modernizein order to
proted itself. Japan chose the latter path, and with the Meiji Restoration of 1868 it
inaugurated an era of daunting modernization in all aspeds of life--socid, intelledual,
technologicd, politicd, economic, religious, aesthetic, and of course, in popular culture.

It is not an exaggeration to say that the history of post-Meiji Japan hes been a
history of the strugde with the notions of Westernization and modernization. At first,
aversion to the “barbarians’ caused public outcry against any foreign influence. However,
asthe politicd leaders of the new government adively promoted the ideaof building a
new, modern country and getting rid of old feudal ways, people in the msmopolitan
centers began to embracethe new way of life with enthusiasm. Soon infatuation with
things Western was extreme; for instance, one group of reformers proposed to convert the
Japanese anperor to Christianity, sincethat was the religion under which science had
developed inthe West. Bed-eaing becane popular, and the loca authorities issued a
public notice “recommending this unorthodox diet on the ground that it would creae
energy for the performance of patriotic duties and strengthen the national physique.”?
“Perry kawara-ban,” an ornamental tile depicting the “beautiful” blad ships, becane a
sought-after objet d’art among the fashionable. “Red Hair” prints, depicting northern
Europeans and their lifestyles and technologies, becane popular aswell. Western style
dance halls becane the aaze anong the forward-looking modern types.

Viewing the world interms of “East vs. West” (toyo vs. seiyo) becane adeeply
ingrained pradicein amost all aspeds of life; it was the framework people used to
understand their rapidly changing and often chaotic lives. Cutting acossclassand gender
lines, people becane keenly aware of their “non-Western” way of life vis-a-vis what they
imagined to be “the Western,” the “foreign,” the “new” way of life. The processof
negotiating with the West manifested itself in myriad ways. Politicd elites debated how to
construct a modern retion-state cdled Japan; educaion reformers had to reconsider the
balance between the traditional and the scientific so asto cope with the bombardment of
new knowledge; women and men alike were suddenly faced with the problem of self-
presentation--clothing, hairstyle, and possessons were transparent markers of their stake

1 From 1639to the mid-1850s, the Tokugawa Shogunate isol ated Japan from nealy all foreign contact in order
chiefly to control the spread of Christianity; only the strictly controlled port of Nagasaki was open to continue trading
with China and Holland. After 1653 no Japanese could travel abroad, and all Japanese who lived abroad were
prohibited from returning.

2 G. B. Samsom, The Western World andJapan(Tokyo: Charles Tuttle Co., 1984, p. 383



in the altural transformation, both to others and to themselves.® The initial shock of
“difference” established a long-standing paradigm of “Japan as the other of the West.”

While some thinkers, such as Y ukichi Fukuzawa, fully embraced the Western
notions of liberalism and democracy, the rapid processof modernizaion/Westernizaion
also provoked a strong traditionalist reagion. Although Japan was already cut off from its
premodern past (represented as “Eastern”), cultural conservatives adively promoted
traditions many of which they had to put together from remnants of the old way of life.
For example, Takamori Saigo, a major politicd figure in the Meiji Restoration, was known
for his antiforeign beliefs and his praise of the “spirit of the samurai.” He eventually led a
tradition-centered rebelli on againgt the very modernizing regime he had helped to crede.
Japanese cdligraphy, using the traditional brush, which had been chased from the
educational curriculum as outmoded, was re-introduced in order to “preserve the spirit of
Japanese style and thinking.” Buddhism was reformed and modernized, and new martial
arts such asjudo were mnstructed from traditional elements. The result of this
modernizaion processwas a peauliar combination of rapid Westernization and a rather
artificial return to imagined origins. The hopeful intellecuals echoed the sentiment
epitomized in Shozan Sakuma's dogan: “Eastern morality and Western techniques.”

Japanese philosophy was born in this general cultural milieu, and it was by no
means an exception to thistrend. What came to be identified as “philosophy” in Japan--
"Western” philosophy as opposed to Confucianism and Buddhism which were increasingly
regarded as feudalistic--was introduced around the time of the Meiji Restoration.* At first
Japanese thinkers concentrated on exegesis and commentary on Western philosophers.
However, as they becane more avare of the fruitful tension between “W estern rationality”
and “traditional Japanese values,” philosophy becane asite in which Japanese intelleduals
negotiated their relation to European intellecual trends.

In the European consciousnessof the time, the “West” represented the “universal”;
the age-old quest of philosophy has been to find the “truth” which spe&ks to the human
mind, just as stientific knowledge is considered “universal.”®> Moreover, as exemplified by
Hegel, the dominant view of history is represented as atemporally linea “progress” from
the pre-modern past to the modern present, culminating in the techno-scientific culture of
Europe and America® Since both philosophy and science developed chiefly in Europe, the
notions of “truth,” “universality,” “modernity,” and “being Western” often cameto be
conflated in the minds of philosophers, both Japanese and Western. In this framework,
what was “non-Western” was either smply “false,” or due to a particular “time lag” within

% For instance, women weaing dresses, as opposed to the traditional kimoncs, were “modern.” The choicesin daily
life--anything from umbrell as, shoes, furniture, eding utencil s, hairstyle--reflected one' s position in the processof the
asgmil ation of things Western.

* Funayama Shinichi dates the introduction of Western phl osophy to Japan in 1862 when Nishi Amane and Tsuda
Mamichi went to Holland and krought back Comte and Mill ' s utilit arianism. Shinichi Funayama, Hégeru Tetsugaku
to Nishida Tetsugaku (Hegel’ s Phil osophy and Nishida's Philosophy), (Tokyo: Mirai-sha, 1984, p. 107. See dso
Rybsuke Ohashi, Nihorrteki namona, Yoroppateki namono (Things Japarese, Things European), (Tokyo: Shinché-
sensho, 1992, Chapter 2. Nishi is credited with coining many phil osophical terms in Japanese, including the term
“tetsugaku” (phil osophy).

5 Of course, ethnocentric discourse is not limited to Europe. China, for instance, has had a long tradition of
understanding itself to be the “center” of the world; however, this consciousnesswas aready eroding with the arival
of the Briti sh and the Opium Wars snce 1839

® Lessdominant views of history included, for example, the romantic conception of Rousseau which represented
history not as “progress’ but as “decline.”



the universal scheme of things. The cantral reference point remained the West--hence, the
familiar problem of “Eurocentrism.”

Asiswell-known, American intellecuals have recently begun to criticize their own
Eurocentric representation of intellecual history and to pay closer attention to the
different voices at the margins of this intelledual mapping. The aitique of Eurocentrism
has gone dong with a new appredation of “multiculturalism” and a wider self-
understanding in the cntext of global history. However, despite such efforts,
Eurocentrism does remain a persistent redity, both in the United States and elsewhere,
Western as well as non-Western. As Dipesh Chakrabarty laments, “That Europe works as
aslent referent in historica knowledge itself becomes obvious in a highly ordinary
way...Third-world historians fed a need to refer to works in European history; historians
of Europe do not fed any need to redprocae.””’

What is sgnificant about Japanese phil osophy in this context isits sif-
positioning vis-a-vis Western universalism. The ideawas that Japan, as a non-Western
nation, could provide something “universal” of its own, the truth of which the West could
reagnize As Nishida optimisticaly claimed,

Up to now Westerners thought that their culture was superior to all others, and

that human culture alvances toward their own form. Other peoples, such as

Easterners, are said to be behind and if they advance, they too will aaquire the

same form. There ae even some Japanese who think like this. However...|

believe there is smething fundamentally different about the East. They [East and

West] must complement ead other and...achieve the eventual redizaion of a

complete humanity. It is the task of Japanese aulture to find such a principle.®
Japanese philosophy could not be reduced to Eastern spirituality, a mere particularity,
sinceit too could validate itself in terms of rational universality. In Nishida’'swords, “To
beame global Oriental culture must not stop at its own spedficity but rather it must shed
anew light on Western culture and a new world culture must be aeaed,”® and further,
“Today's Jpan is no longer a dosed society, anidand inthe East. It isa Japan in the
world. The principle of the formation of Japan should refled the principle of the
formation of the world.”*® The West no longer had a monopoly on universal culture.
Japanese phil osophy exemplified the daim that history does not “culminate” in European
civili zation; instead history would have to reagnize multiple canters, al of which hed
clamsto being just as valid as the West. Hence, Nishida s thought gave voiceto the
cultural ambivalence people felt at the time, that somehow Japan was “different” but not
thereby “worse” than or “behind” the West. Japanese phil osophy represented one of the
ealiest formulations of anti-Eurocentrism.

2. Universalism and Nationalism: Kitaro Nishida’'s Case

" Dipesh Chakrabarty, “Postcoloniality and the Artifice of History: Who Speaks for ‘Indian’ Pasts?’ Representations
37 (Winter 1992, p. 25.

& Nishida's works are coll ected in Nishida Kitaro Zenshu (Coll ected Works of Nishida), vols. 1-19 (Tokyo: Iwanami
Shoten, 19871989 which will be abbreviated as NKZ and foll owed by the volume number. This quote isfrom a
lecture “Nihon Bunka no Mondai” (The Problem of Japanese Culture), NKZ 14, pp. 404405 For agoad dscusson
of Nishida's conception of modernity, see Andrew Feenberg, Alternative Modernity: The Technical Turnin
Philosophy and Saial Theory (Berkeley: University of California Press 1995, Chapter 8.

® NKZ 14, p. 407,

10 NKZ 12 p. 341



Japanese philosophy is said to find its own voice with the publication of Kitaro
Nishida's Zen noKenkyu (An Inquiry into the Good, 1911).* Influenced by Willi am
James' concept of “pure experience” Nishidainitially attempted to articulate an
experiential ontology of immediate experience’™ partially inspired by Zen Budchism.*® He
presented his ealy philosophy as a*“synthesis of Western and Eastern thinking.” What
was “Western” was his method; he deliberately chose the language of Western philosophy,
borrowing from Aristotle, neo-Kantianism, German idedism, and in his later writings,
Hegelian Marxism. What was “Eastern” was his inclusion of the concept of “absolute
nothingness' (zettai-mu) derived from Buddhist metaphysics. This hybrid trope becane
standard in the “Kyoto School,”** which established itself as the dominant phil osophicd
schoal after the 192Gs. All major thinkers after that time ather belonged to the Kyoto
Schoal, or asin the cae of Marxists and neo-Kantians, responded polemicadly to it. What
is known as Jpanese philosophy today in the West largely represents the legacy of the
Kyoto Schoal.

Despiteitsinitial, seemingly apoliticd, philosophicd stance, the Kyoto School
becane entangled in politics during the 1930 and 194G when a wave of nationali st
sentiment swept the country. Then the aitique of Eurocentrism took a distinctively
nationalist turn. The dief concern of Japanese intellecuals at the time was to theorize a
spedficdly Japanese form of modernity that would remedy the defeds of a Euro-
American model driven by rationalism, materialism, technocentrism, and the will to
domination. Japan was supposed to be uniquely suited to develop such an aternative
modernity, sinceit was the only nation in Asiato modernize successully while retaining
the spirit of the East. Severa series of roundtable discussons and symposia on this theme
were held in the ealy 1945, the most infamous of which was the “Overcoming
Modernity” (kinda no chokoku) debate of 1942 in which some of Nishida's gudents
participated. Iwao Koyama, for instance, developed a “ philosophy of world history”
based on Nishida s thought, as an answer to Western imperialism. In order to fight

1 Zen noKenkyu is NKZ 1. For an English translation, seeAn Inquiry into the Good, Masao Abe and Christopher
Ives, trans. (New Haven: Yae University Press 1987).

12 For adiscusgon of the theory of pure experience, seeFeenberg, A. and Y. Arisaka, “Experiential Ontology: The
Origins of the Nishida Phil osophy in the Doctrine of Pure Experience.” Internationd Phil osophical Quarterly 30
(1990 2) pp. 173205

3 Robert Sharf argues that the kind of Zen which emphasizes “immediacy,” such as D. T. Suzuki’s writings, is a
post-Meiji construct already driven by nationalism. For analyses ®e Sharf’s “Zen and Japanese Nationalism,”
History of Religions 33 (1993 1) pp. 1-43, and “Whose Zen? Zen Nationalism Revisited,” in Rude Awakenings: Zen,
the Kyoto Shod, & the Question d Nationdism, John Maraldo and James Heisig, eds. (Honolulu: University of
Hawaii Press 1995. See dso Bernard Faure's critique, “The Kyoto Schod and Reverse Orientalism,” in Japanin
Traditiond and Postmodern Perspectives, Charles Wei-shun Fu and Steven Heine, eds. (Albany: State University of
New York Press 1995.

1 The broad rubric of “Kyoto Schod” (Kyoto Gakuha) includes Nishida and Hs coll eagues and students, such as
Haji me Tanabe, Tetsuro Watsuji, Kelji Nishitani, lwao Koyama, Masa&i Kosaka, Torataro Shimomura, and
Shigetaka Suzuki. The term “Kyoto Schod” was first used by Jun Tosaka, a Marxist student of Nishida's, in order to
designate the right-wing thought which developed in the ealy 1930s.

5 The debate was intiall y published in Bungakukai (Literary World), 1942 for the texts and commentary, seeT.
Kawakami, et al., Kinda no Chokoku (Tokyo: Fuzanbo, 1990. For commentary, see éso Wataru Hiromatsu, ‘Kinda
no Chokoku' Ron (Tokyo: Kodansha, 1989. Discussonsin Englishinclude H. D. Haroctunian, “Visible
Discourse/Invisible Ideologes,” in Postmodernismin Japan M. Miyoshi and H. D. Harodtunian, eds. (Durham: Duke
University Press 1989, pp. 63-92, and Ryoen Minamoato, “The Symposium on ‘ Overcoming Modernity’” in Rude
Awakenings, pp. 197-229.



Western domination, Japan had to offer some non-Eurocentric “principle” which could
unify Asia and establish anew world order.*® As such, it was Jpan’s responsibility to
“freeAsiafrom Western colonial powers’ so that it could develop a modern global culture
equal to or even better than the model hitherto established by the West. As anyone
familiar with the nationalist discourse of the day can easily reaognize, this rhetoric
coincided with the slogans of the imperialist regime.

After the war, progressve leftists harshly criticized the debate for its readionary
agenda, its complicity with nationalism, and its justification of the Greaer East Asia Co-
Prosperity Sphere. The debate was cast into oblivion, at least during the yeas following
the war, and the Kyoto School aqquired an unsavory imperiaist image. During the
postwar period, just the mention of “Nishida” or the Kyoto School would have made one
appea complicit with imperialism, and the intelledua community shunned their
philosophy as politicdly evil. However, the followers of the Kyoto School continued to
maintain its tradition of religious philosophy somewhat inisolation. They believed that
their philosophy was not inherently nationalist despite its problematic associations, and
that it was the only original thought ever to appea in Japanese philosophy, and as such,
still worth pursuing.

The assesnent of Nishida's own role in this debate is far from clea. He did not
participate in the debate nor did he explicitly support the nationalist regime, but his
philosophy is held acamuntable for many of the politicdly problematic concepts his
students employed. However, Nishida did not explicitly state his politica views but rather
buried them in complicated philosophicd theories, so the evaluation of his politics has
given rise to an intense mntroversy in the postwar yeas. Hiswritings were so coded and
cryptic that interpreters used them to support politicaly opposing views. *’

Nishida developed his metaphysicd theories during the late 192G and 193G,
when Japanese military and politicad leaders were mobili zing the whole nation with full -
blown retionalism. He was by then a well-known figure, and his books were widely read.
However, until he began to write on history during the mid 193G, he had concentrated
primarily on abstrad metaphysicd theory with little referenceto politics. Asaresult, his
philosophy was attadked by Marxists for lacing red historicd significance. For instance,
Nishida's Marxist student, Jun Tosaka, denounced his teader’s philosophy as an
“acalemic, bourgeois philosophy of idedism” that is “trans-historicd, formalistic,
romantic, and phenomenologicd.”*® Nishida's letters indicate that he began to write on

16 Jeffrey Herf's concept of "reactionary modernism" is useful for understanding Japanese phil osophers’ reaction to
Western rationality from the 192Gs to the end of the War. (Jeffrey Herf, Reactinary Modernism: Techndogy,
Culture, andPaliti cs in Weimar andthe Third Reich, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1984). The works of
the German reectionary modernists--such as Ernst Juenger, Oswald Spengler, Werner Sombart, and Carl Schmitt--
were introduced to the Japanese audience through young Japanese phil osophers who went to Germany in the 19205
and 3Gs. German netiondli sts beli eved that Germany could meaningfully combine technical rationality and spirit,
since Germans were supposedly uniquely cultured in away the Anglo-Americans and French were not. Many pro-
modern Japanese intell ectuals were dso strongly nationali stic and hoped to creae aspecifically Asian modernity in
Japan. They rejected Western imperiali sm whil e trying to cogpt Western rationality for their project.

" For amore detail ed analysis of the debate, see'Y oko Arisaka, “The Nishida Enigma: ‘ The Principle of the New
World Order,”” Monumenta Nipporica 51: (19961), pp. 81-105. For a collection of essays on the paliti ¢cs of the
Kyoto Schod, see Rude Awakenings.

18 Masakatsu Fujita, “Nihon ni Okeru Kenkyushi no Genjo’ (An Overview of the History of Research [of Nishida] in
Japan), in Nishida Tetsugaku: Shn Shiryo to Kekyu e no Tebiki, Y. Kayano and R. Ohashi, eds. (Kyoto: Minerva
Shobo, 1987, p. 118 At that time, Nishida acoepted this criticism (seehis letter to Tosaka, #749 NKZ 18, p. 460).



politicsin the late 19305, partly in response to such criticism, and partly to show his
concern for the issues of the day. Hiswritings soon touched on such subjeds as the
Imperial House, the projeda of WWII, Japanese National Polity (kokutai), and the role of
the Greaer East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.™
Acoording to his many postwar critics,* Nishida s guilty of complicity with
imperialism or ultranationalism becaise not only did he enploy the nationalist discourse of
the time, but he dso gave it philosophicd meaning in essays sich as “The Principle of the
New World Order” (1942 and “The Problem of Japanese Culture” (1940.%" For
example, regarding the mncept of “hakko iu” (Eight corners, one world),?* awartime
dogan, Nishida daims;
Ead ration/people lives its own unique historicd life and at the same time joinsin
aunited gobal world through carrying out a world-historicd misson. Thisisthe
ultimate Idea[principle] of human historicd development, and thisis the principle
of the New World Order that should be sought in the aurrent world war. It seans
that our country’s principle, “Eight corners, one world,” expressesthisidea |
humbly believe that this view is also expressed by the imperial statement
proclaiming that all nations sould understand this principle.?®
Pierre Lavalle points out that ideas such as this put Nishida squarely in the canp of the
ultranationalists, in their justification of the self-appointed leadership of Japan in Asia.*
The language of “respeding the historicd lives of ead nation,” while it sounds good, was
itself a part of imperialist discourse.*® Nishida further comments on the Japanese national
polity (kokutai) and the Imperial Way (kodo):
Japan’s national polity is not merely totalitarianism. The Imperial House isthe
beginning and the end of the world, as the dsolute present that embraces the past
and the future. The quintessence of the unbroken line of our national polity
consists in the completion of the historicd world itself with the Imperial House &
its center.”®

19 seg for instance, his essay “Sekai Shin Chitsujo no Genri” (“The Principle of the New World Order”), NKZ 12:
426-434. For an English translation, seeArisaka.

2 The critics, largely representing the intell ectual historians of modern Japan, include H. D. Haroctunian, Tetsuo
Najita, John Dower, Robert Sharf, Peter Dale, Bernard Faure, and Pierre Lavelle. See epecially Lavelle's“The
Poaliti cal Thought of Nishida Kitaro,” Monumenta Nipporica 49 (1994 2), pp. 141-162

2L Excerpts from “The Problem of Japanese Culture” are translated in Sources of the Japarese Tradition, vol 2, W.
T. de Bary, ed. andtrans. (New York: Columbia University Press 1958. Both the “New World Order” essay and
“The Problem of Japanese Culture” are included in NKZ 12,

22 «Hakkoiu,” or more typically “hakko ichiu,” was used to justify Japanese expansionism. The phrase was taken
from NihonShdi. It isaso translated as “All the world as one family,” or “The universal harmony.”

% NKZ 12, p. 428 Arisaka, p 102

2 Lavelle, p. 160

% One of the items of the declaration at the Grea East Asia Meding reals: “Each nation of the Grea East Asia
should respect each other’ s traditi on and each people should promote e&h other’s credivity in order to enhance the
culture of Grea East Asia.” (Kenryo Sato, Dai Towa Senso Kaikoroku, Tokyo: Tokuma Shoten, 1966 p. 318). The
medting was held in 1943in order to strenghthen the coherence of the Greaer East Asian Co-prosperity Sphere under
the auspices of Tojo. Nishida's“The Principle of the New World Order” was initialy conceived at the request of the
Tojo milit ary government in preparation for this meding. For detail ed dscussons of the circumstances, seeMichiko
Y usa, “Fashion and A-letheia,” in Hikaku Shso Kenkyu 16 (1990, pp. 281-294 Hikaru Furuta, “* Sekai Shin
Chitsujo no Genri’ Jiken-ko, I and Il,” (NKZ 14 and 19inserts); and Hisashi Ueda, Zoku Sdu Nishida Kitaro
(Tokyo: Nansosha, 1983.

% NKZ 12, p. 430. Arisaka, 102



In light of such batantly nationalist idess, it seems hardly possble to defend
Nishida. However, othersinsist on more nuanced analyses of these passages in a wider
philosophicad and historicd context, espedally since his letters and daries clealy
demonstrate his anti-imperialist sentiments.>” Moderates in the debate, such as Jn Van
Bragt, hold that while there is evidence of theoreticd complicity, nationalism was not the
fundamental inspiration of Nishida and other figures of the Kyoto School.?® John Maraldo
also argues that Nishida did not intend to support state nationalism, although he was
complicit “more by effed than intention” and thus siould still be held responsible.?®
Andrew Feenberg examines the goplicaion of his“dialedic of place”to history and
adknowledges that it has a strong cosmopolitan implications,* a point Nishida' s defenders
emphasize

For these defenders, Nishida's cosmopolitanism derives from a universalistic
phil osophy which excludes nationalism on principle despite his concessonsto the
regime.®* Hence, they argue that the acaisation that Nishida was complicit with
ultranationalism is unwarranted. What | argue in the last sedion isthat the dhief clam of
the defenders--that Nishida' s philosophicd “universalism” is incompatible with rationali st
ideology--fail s because universalist discourse was used both as atoal of liberation and
oppresson in Japan’s case. How does Nishida gply his universalistic philosophy of place
to history?

Nishida's sgnature theory of “place” (“basha’) is a system of “concrete
universals,” which explains the “conditions’ of abstrad thought.** All of the categories
which appea in this g/stem are universals sich as “judgment,” “consciousness” “adion,”
“historicd world,” and “absolute nothingness” The theory is modelled after Hegel’s
logic, which is meant to be auniversal system of redity as such and not the expresson of a
particular nation. What makes this theory distinctively non-Western, despite its universal
form, isthe last stage of absolute nothingness(zettai mu). If the whole history of Western
philosophy is a history of objedified Being, then absolute nothingnessis the “place” of
such Being. This utterly non-objedifiable “place”is the ultimate non-reifiable “that in
which” all beings manifest themselves; it cannot be objedified, for if it were, it would
simply be another “being” and not the “place”of being. As auch, it does not appea inthe
(Western) system of metaphysics. Insofar as the placeof nothingness“encompasses’ the
metaphysics of Being, it is an ultimate universal under which all caegories are subsumed.

27 OnNishida's personal writings, seeMichiko Y usa, “Fashion and A-letheia,” and “Nishida and the Question of
Nationalism,” Monumenta Nipporica 46 (1991 2), pp. 203209, and “Nishida and Totalitarianism: A Phil osopher’s
Resistance,” in Rude Awakenings.

% Jan Van Bragt, “Kyoto Schod Phil osophy--Intrinsically Nationalist?’ in Rude Awakenings, pp. 233254

2 John Maraldo, “The Problem of World Culture: Towards an Appropriation of Nishida’s Phil osophy of Nation and
Culture,” Eastern Buddrist 27: (1995 2), pp. 183-197.

%0 Andrew Feenberg, “The Problem of Modernity in the Phil osophy of Nishida,” in Rude Awakenings, pp. 151-173
31 For the universalist impli cations of this aspect of Nishida' s thought, see Shizuteru Ueda, “Nishida, Nationalism,
and the War in Question” and Michiko Y usa, “Nishida and Totalitarianism: A Phil osopher’ s Resistance,” both in
Rude Awakenings. The foll owers of the Kyoto Schod today generally agreeon the defensive voice represented by
these essays.

%2 For Nishida's theory of “place,” seehis works from 19261937, primarily NKZ 4-7 and other essays. In English,
seeFeenberg, Alternative Modernity, Chapter 8; Masao Abe, “Nishida s Phil asophy of ‘Place,’” Internationd
Philosophical Quarterly 28 (1988 4), pp. 355-371; and Robert Wargo, The Logic of Basho andthe Concept of
Nothingressin the Phil osophy of Nishida Kitaro (Doctoral Dissertation, Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan
UMI 73-11291 1972.



Nishida goplies his concept of absolute nothingnesshistoricdly. At the ultimate
historicd stage, absolute nothingnessappeas not as the goal of atemporal progresson
ordered in terms of premodern to modern, but as a spatialized redization of all of cultures
inaglobal “place” All culturesinterad to creae their own identity vis-a-vis eat other in
his dialedicd theory of “the identity of contradictions.” Nishida opposesthe
“undialedicd” conception of national self-determination of 19th Century Western
imperialism: “Eacd nation considered that its historicd misson was to strengthen itself by
subjugating others.”*® He mntrasts this view with his own dialedicd “formative
globalism” which cdls for the self-redizaion and self-transcendence of nations/peoples.

In thisview, “ead retion develops itself, yet at the same time it must negate itself and
reat beyond itsalf to participate in building a global world.”** Each retion must have a
“world historicd misson,” which seeks the preservation of the identity of the nation and
forms a global community through mutual co-determination and self-negation.

In this view, the West is not a privileged center of world culture, but just another
particular site in which certain forms of civili zation developed. By “spatializing” global
history, that is, by treaing the world as the placeof nations' historica co-determination
and self-transcendence, Nishida includes non-European spheres as full participantsin the
redization of global history. All other cultures have different ways of participating in
world culture which are no lessvalid than the European forms. The “new world order”
therefore must involve dl nations coming to a dialedicd self-understanding in these global
terms, and the historica misgon of Japan isto further that process Thistheory is
“postmodern” to the extent that it destablizes the Eurocentric conception of history and
culture and makes ead cultural formation and identity a matter of interadion and co-
determination rather than assuming esentiali zed entities.® 1f cultural identities are formed
through difference, i.e., through the identity of contradictions, then there cannot be ay
“center” which would dominate others. But if so, Japanese nationalism itself would be
excluded.

Infad, Nishida eplicitly opposed the ehnocentric and totalitarian interpretation
of the official policy. For example, he states,

What is most deplorable isto subjedivize Japan. That merely militarizes the

Imperial Way and transforms it into imperialism...In contrast we must contribute to

the world by discovering our own principle of self-formation in the depth of our

historicd development; that principle is the identity of contradictions. Thisisthe
authentic Imperial Way and the true meaning of “Eight corners, one roof.”*°
In “The Principle of the New World Order,” Nishida further statesthat “Mere radalism,
which lads true globalism and envisions the world only from its own self-centered
perspedive, is ethnic egoism; only expansionism and imperialism can result from fit.
These passages may indicae that he was distancing his own philosophicd position from
state nationalist ideology.
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To explain Nishida' s embarrasing references to such imperialist notions as “hakko
iu” and the Greda East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere, the defenders claim that Nishida used
the language of the day in the hopesthat the politica leaders would be influenced by his
own anti-imperialist interpretation of it.*® Moreover, even with resped to Nishida's claim
that Japan(in particular the Imperial House [kashitsu]) offers the paradigm of cultural co-
determination (which contradicts his own “no-center” view), the defenders argue that in
his theory the words “ Japan” or the “Imperial House” cannot refer to a particular entity, a
“being,” sincethey represent his philosophicd concept of “absolute nothingness’ asthe
“field” or “place”[basho] in which all nations co-exist dialedicdly. In other words, Japan
is not one of these nations which interad, but in fad an empty “scene” in which all others
work out their mutual existence It istruly “universal” sinceit isnot in any sense a
“particular”; it enfolds all being. If so, Japanese nationalism is again imposshble, sincethe
Imperial House is not an “entity” which could exert aforce on others. The defenders thus
claim that Nishida was not a nationalist, neither as a person nor as a philosopher, since his
philosophy cannot theoreticdly acoomodate nationalism. If every nation followed his
thought, no nation could fall into the sort of nationalism which embraces expansionism.

3. Nishida, Orientalism, and Postcolonialism

The notion of “absolute nothingness' in the theory of placeis conveniently invoked
to undercut the daim that the Japanese Imperial House is an “entity” which dominates the
rest of theworld. Strange as this theory sounds today, the ideathat a particular nation
may be the beaer of a universal principle, such as freedom or democracy, and that,
therefore, its adionsin history serve ahigher end, should be familiar from recent
American experience. However, leaving aside historicd paralels, there is obvioudy a
problem with this theory given the actual imperialist expansion of Japan into East Asia. |
would like to addressthisissue in the context of Nishida's “orientalism” and its relation to
postcolonial critique.

Sinceits publication in 1978 Edward Said’s Orientali sm profoundly changed the
way the issues related to “East and West” are discussed. Said’s main thesisis that the
very caegory of the “Orient” was a European invention produced in order to “contain
difference™® in the ea of colonial expansion. Either by way of rejedion or exoticism, the
caegory “Orient” served asatool for Europeansto bring under control the hitherto
unknown “other” of Europe; it is by definition a part of European imperiaism. The
“Orient” was a sweeping caegory applied to Agiatic aultures regardlessof the differences
among them. So despite its apparent anti-Eurocentrism, boosting the “Orient” (and
likewise the “East”) isin fad very much parasitic on Eurocentrism, and the whole
framework only reinscribes the fad that the point of referencestill remains Europe. What
is cdled for, in Said’ s view, isto put to rest these very categories. “if it [his discusgon]
eliminatesthe ‘Orient’ and ‘Ocddent’ altogether, then we shall have advanced alittlein
the processof what Raymond Willi ams has cdled the ‘unleaning’ of ‘the inherent
dominative mode.””*® By contrast, in confronting the West Japan “reverse-orientali zed”

% For the discusgons of Nishida's “semantic strugge” with the official doctrine, seseUeda and Yusa @ove in Rude
Awakenings.

% SeeEdward Said, Orientalism (New York: Routledge, 1978, pp. 1-28.

0 Said p. 28. For criticisms of Said, seeAijaz Ahmad, In Theory (New York: Verso, 1992.



itself in order to assert itsidentity as the “other,” thus retaining the Western reference
point.

Seen from this perspedive, Nishida' s theory is orientalist in that he had a vision of
creaing a“Japanese” philosophy which would offer something unique to the world.
However, as we noted, what appeded to Nishida éout philosophy was its ability to speak
auniversal language. It was predsely against the badkdrop of this philosophicd
universalism that Nishida was able to assert the spedficity of Japanese philosophy vis-a-vis
the West.** Yet, he wanted Japan’s contribution to share in the universality of Western
thought. He thus had to adopt the language of Western philosophy, predsely becaise
Japanese thought could not have been reagnized by the West as of universal significance
if it did not “spedk their language.” Given the thoice between “speaking a purely Japanese
philosophicd language and being ignored” and “spe&king in a universal philosophicd
language and being recognized,” Nishida dhose the latter.

Moreover, the very drive for universality which Nishida maintained throughout is
itself a product of the Western metaphysics which postmodernism criticizes $ harshly.
The “grand narrative” is the phantasmic child of modernism. According to this view,
Nishida' s “logic of place”is as Western as Hegel’'s /stem, regardlessof its “non-
Western” flavor. But all this would have been fairly innocuous had it remained just a
theoreticd isaue. The problem isthat Nishida s universalist theory becane unintentionally
implicaed in Japanese imperialism, thereby ominously betokening the most pernicious
asped of Eurocentrism--the problem of coloniaism. Thisis not to suggest that
colonialism is inherently European; but Japanese imperialism was certainly modelled after
and motivated by the modern colonial empires of the European retions (in particular the
British, French, and Dutch endeavorsin Asia). What | would like to addressis the
particular way in which Nishida s philosophy became entangled with this brand of
colonialism.

Recat studies in postcolonia critique have analyzed the relation between the
colonized consciousnessand its oppressor, the European colonizing consciousness
Postcolonial critique may be traceal bad to Frantz Fanon’s books, Black Skin, White
Masks (1952 and The Wretched of the Earth (1961), which thematized the ways in which
European imperialism systematicaly endaved the aulture and consciousnessof the
colonized. But the full blown postcolonial critique began in 1982with a group of Indian
intellecuals who established the journal, Subdtern Sudies, and theorized their colonized
subjedivities vis-a-vis their colonizer, Grea Britain.*?

Some of the main theoreticd concerns of this group were to understand how the
colonizing power, despite its “good intentions” of “modernizing India,” systematicaly
warped the thinking of the alonized sujedsto the advantage of the imperialist
administration. The way this often worked was by convincing the wlonized that, since

1 AsNaoki Sakai observes, “Japan’s uniquenessand identity are provided insofar as Jpan stands out as a particular
object in the universal field of the West. Only when it isintegrated into Western universalism does it gain its own
identity as a particul arity...But thisis nothing but the positioning o Japan’ s identity in Western terms which in return
establi shes the centrality of the West as the universal point of reference.” Naoki Sakai, “Modernity and Its Criti que:
The Problem of Universalism and Particularism” in Postmodernism and Japan p. 105,

2. For abrief history of Subdtern Sudies, see Chakrabarty, and also Gyan Prakash, “Writi ng Post-Col oniali st
Histories of the Third World: Perspectives from Indian Historiography,” Comparative Sudiesin Saiety and History
32(1990Q 2): pp. 383408
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modernity liberates nations and their peoples, the British ruled them “for their own good.”
Many Indians were mnvinced and began to seetheir own culture & “badkwards’ and the
“new” and “European” form of life & “better” and more “cosmopolitan.” The red power
of colonization isto achieve thiswilli ng perticipation by transforming the wlonized
subjeds own point of reference from the native aulture to the Western one. But what this
processdid was to rob Indians of their own woice The point of the aitique, then, isto
save the “subaltern,” the oppressed subjeds under British imperialism, by theoreticdly
empowering them, using Marxism, post-structuralism, deconstruction, and an analysis of
power based on Foucault, exposing the ways in which their own thinking was
systematicaly subjugated by imperialism.*®

Postcolonialism opened a spacein which to critique the hegemonic workings of the
colonizing power. However, current postcolonia studies primarily focus on the Indian or
African cases where the relation between the mlonizer and the wlonized more or less
overlaps with the West/non-West. The cae is much more complex in East Asia: al of the
Asian retions were threaened by the imperialism of the West; within this lidarity vis-a-
visthe West, however, Japan becane a olonizer itself; Koreg Taiwan, and other South
Asian retions were fully colonized by the Japanese, while China was partially colonized.
So “colonized consciousness’ in East Asiais not at all a unified experience, and is much
more nflicted than the mlonized consciousnessof India or Africaunder Europe.**
Korean and Taiwanese women in the 194Gs, for instance, were triply oppressed by the
Japanese, by the West, and by those of their own men who becane acomplices of the
imperialist power.

It iswithin this context that | would like to return to Nishida s philosophy of world
history and its claim to universality. Here we must look at the two positions Jpan
occupied inthe 193G and 194G. First thereis Jpan’s position vis-a-vis the West. While
Japan was never colonized by the West, the dfed the West had on Japanese
consciousnessresemblesiits effed on a wlonized country. What is “Western” beammes
the point of reference, even in the aeaion of an indigenous theory. Aswe noted,

Nishida s theory sought to validate the universality of all non-Western cultures against the
domination of the West. It was primarily intended to be atheory of liberation. But to
develop such an overarching theory, Nishida necessarily had to adopt Western philosophy,
thereby “Westernizing” Japanese philosophy. Infad, with resped to human rights, some
sort of Westernizing universalism has been an esential vehicle in many nations successul
strugde for dealonizaion. Nishida's cosmopolitan appredation of the multiplicity of
cultures can be seen as emancipating in that light.

At the same time, Japan occupied a very different position vis-a-vis other nations
in East Asia. Thisisthe problem: the very universalism which is presented as the vehicle

3 For representative thoughts on postcol onialism, seeHomi Bhabha's The Location d Culture (New York:
Routledge, 1994 and Gayatri Spivak’s “Can the Subaltern Spe&?’ in The Post-Colonial Reader, B. G. Ashcroft
Griffiths and H. Tiffin, eds. (New York: Routledge, 1995. For a scathing criticism of postcolonialism in general, see
Russel Jacoby, “Marginal Returns: The Trouble with Post-Colonial Theory,” LinguaFranca (September/October
1995, pp. 30-37.

% The theme of colonialism and postcolonialism in East Asia has been the working project of “Colonialism and
Modernity: The Cases of Koreg China, and Japan” (spring 1995, sponsored by the University of California

Humaniti es Research Ingtitute. | wish to thank the organizers and the members of this group who introduced me to
many of the ideas discussed in this paper.
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of liberation becane atool of oppresson when it was implicated in Japan’s own
colonizing endeavor in Asia. Just as European modernity was claimed to have liberating
power in India because it was believed to raise Indiato the level of universal (i.e.,
European) culture, so Nishida optimisticaly believed that Japanese philosophy could help
liberate Asian retions by raising them to universality. In Asia, Japan was the beaer of
“truth,” because of the unique non-dominating metaphysics of “place & nothingness’
expressed in the Imperial Way. This belief in theoreticd universalism edipsed the
understanding of Japan’s historicdly contingent position and made it impossble for
Nishida to evaluate Japan’s Asian war redisticdly. He himself did not endorse
colonialism, but his theory neverthelessfunctioned formally in a smilar way to the way
European universalism was used to convince ®lonized subjedsto submit to imperialism.
In fad, the ideologized slogan of Japanese imperialism was predsely to “free Asiafrom
Western imperialism,” while the redity was smply just another brutal colonialism. So
even though Nishida personally steered clea of the militarist regime, his theory was useful
to that regime to the extent that it replayed aspeds of the universalist discourse of
Western imperialism.

The cdegory of the “East” (or “Asian unity” in the language of the Japanese
imperialists) was pernicious predsely becaise it wegkened the perception that Japan was a
colonizer, abrutal forceaganst other Asian rations, in favor of promoting the perception
of unity vis-a-vis the West. Japan appointed itself to be the leader of this Asian unity,
sinceit was, again, the beaer of truth as well as being most “modern.” As Nishida daims,

Up to now, East Asian peoples have been oppressed under European imperialism

and regarded as colonies. We were robbed of our world-historicd misson. Itis

now time for East Asian peoples to redize our own world-historicad misson...We,
the people of East Asia, must together asert our principle of East Asian culture
and asume our stanceworld-historicdly. But in order to build a particular world

[of East Asia], a central figure that carries the burden of the projed is necessary.

In East Asiatoday thereisno ather but Japan.*

Here again, the double-edged colonized/colonizing language is at work; Japan is e as
one of the “oppressed,” but it can be the leader of the padk in the fight for freedom. This
rhetoric even had the advantage of convincing some of the other Asians that Japan could
save them from the West, the “red” colonizing power.

Nishida s belief in the universal implications of Japanese phil osophy did not stop at
the borders of East Asia. His optimism went so far asto clam that “Long ago, the victory
of Greecein the Persian War determined the diredion of development of European culture
up to this day, and in the same way the arrent East Asian war may determine adiredion
for world history to come.”*® As Feenberg notes, “from that standpoint Japan’s defea
would sean to represent the destruction of a aultural universe, indeed of the very
posshility of cultural plurality in the modern world.”*” As sich, not just Asia but the
whole world awaited a Japanese victory. The full extent of Nishida's ambition for Japan
appeasin the onclusion of “The Principle of the New World Order,” where he writes, “It
isfair to say that the principle of our national polity can provide the solution to today’'s

45 NKZ 12, p. 429 Arisakap. 102
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world-historicd problems. Not only should the Anglo-American world submit to it, but
the Axis powers too will follow it.”*® The gparently harmlessideaof Japan's
“leadership,” infused with the notion of universality, disguises a ancrete historicd projed
of world domination.

Japan thus exemplifies two uses of universality--liberatory and oppressve. Japan's
failure was to employ the discourse of liberation in order to justify oppresson--a standard
colonial procedure. Despite hisintentions, Nishida' s discourse was not sufficiently
criticd, sinceit did not take into acmunt the anbivalence inherent in the very notion of
universality. AsHegel arguesin his critique of the French Revolution, no matter how
“universal” a theory, the only way in which it can be implemented is through the concrete
adions of particular agents. Universdlity is necessarily particular in its actual
manifestation; thus even the U.S., with its ideds of democracy, market society, and
equality, for instance, discovered in Vietham that it was not the beaer of a“universal”
culture it took itself to be. The exeaution of “universality” (democracy) in Vietnam
proved just as “particular” as any ealier colonia adventure. In the Japanese cae, too, the
universal elements Nishida identified in Japanese ailture were transformed into their
opposites in the practice of empire. He may have personally opposed imperialism, but his
theory is gill complicit; not only did he naively assume that its cosmopolitanism
immunized it against the hazads of concrete politica implementation, but his language
formally mimicked the wlonizing language of universalism.

In sum, postcolonia critique is helpful in seeng how Japanese philosophy’s claim
of universality becane entangled with the imperialist regime. This claim becane a
disguised form of colonizing ideology, but all this was mediated by Japan’s imaginary self-
consciousnessas the mlonized. Coupled with its claim to modernity, the caegory of
“East vs. West” was also utilized to mask the operations of colonial power. The question
which remains for ustoday isthis. How do we draw on the resources of modernity
without unconscioudly serving domination? The language of Asian unity and Japan’s
possble leading rolein it has resurfaced in the e@nomic sphere in recent yeas. We must
not forget what happened in our recent history, and if we aeto tell ourselvesa
responsible story about the intra-Asian relations as well asthe relation to other nations,
our pE\cLI osophicd discourse must examine the theoreticd pitfalls and hopefully avoid
them.

8 NKZ 12, p. 434 Arisakap. 105
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