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NISHITANI ON
THE SELF

SELFLESSNESS
AND HISTORICITY

Damniel Charles

1

IN PROFESSOR MASAO ABE'S PAPER of 1969 about “Gaed, Emptiness and

the True Self.”! we find a significant statement about Nothingness as
the Ultimate according to Zen Buddhisn:

The ground of our existence is nothingacess, senyata because it can never be
objectified. This sunyaza is deep enough to encompass even God, the “objear™
of mystical union as well as the object of faith. {...) Sanyata or nothingness in

Zen 1s not 2 “nothing™ out of which all things were aated by God, but a
“nothing” from which God himself c:lrm:rgt:d.2

Such a doctrine, Professor Abe argues, might recall Pscudo-Diony-
sius’ Christian mysticism:

In Pseudo-Dionysius, identification or saon with God means that man enters
the podhead by gewing rid of what is man —~a process ealled theosis, ie.,
deification. This position of Pseudo-Dionysius hecame the basis of subscquent
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Christian mysticism. It may not be wrong 1o say that for him the Gadhead in
which one 15 united is the “emptiness” of the indefinable One ?

But il read caretully Pseudo-Dionysius® Mystical Theology, we may
notice that there 1s an essential difference between Zen and Christian
mysticism: il we adopt the Christian standpoint, we run the risk of
subjectivizing and humanizing God:

I'seudo-Dionysius calls thar which is beyond all affirmacion and all neganon by
the term bim. Many Chrisnan mystics call God “Thou.™ In Zen, however, what
1s beyond all affirmanion and all negation —that s, Ultumare Reality —should
not be “him™ or “thou™ bur “self)” or one’s “true self.”

I am not concerned here with verbal expressions but wirh the reality behind the
words. If Ulimate Reality, while being taken as nothingness or empuness,
should be called “him™ or “thow,™ it 1s, from the Zen pont of view, no longer
ultimate.

2

As carly as 1960, an attempr was made by Keip Nishiram, the well-
known philosopher of the Kyoto school, to find a kind of compromise
between Zen and Christian mysticism. To the ordinary Christian way of
thinking, he says, the transcendence of God 1s represented as a separa-
tion: Gaod 1s “up in the heavens,” 1.e., aloof [rom the world. Yer every
Christian claims that, togerher wiath all the created beings, he has been
created by God. In that sense, God s omnipresent. Bur he is not the
world, or the Iife of the world: such a view would lead to pantheism.
Rather, he s immanent as well as transcendent. Now, il the encounter
with God as transcendent is to be seen as a “personal relanionship with
God through the awareness of sin,” how is it possible to describe the
relationship with God as immanent? The Christian doctrine can but
recognize the privilege of Nothingness:

That a thing is created ex mlsilo means that this sl 1s more immanent 1o that
thing than the very being of that thing is “immanent™ in the thing tself. (...)
It 1s an immanence of absolute negation, for the being of the created is
grounded upon a nethingness and scen fundamentally to be a nothingness. At
the same nme, it is an iImmanence of pure and absolote aflirmanon, for the
nothingness of the created is the ground of 1ts beig. This is the ommipresence
of God in all things that have their beings as a ereario ex minlo. It follows that
this ommpresence can be said 10 represent for man the dynamic manf of the
transportation of absolure negation and absolute affirmation. To entrust the
sellf to this matif] 1o let oneselt be driven by 1t so as 1o die to the self and live in
God, is what constitutes faith.®
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As a result, whereas pantheism remains an “impersonal” relatnonship,

when the ommipresence of God s encountered cxistentially as the absolute

negation of the being of all creatures, and presents itself as an iron wall that

blocks all movement forward or backward, it is not impersonal in thar usual
]

SEnsc.

We should ll such a relationship an “impersonally personal” or
“personally impersonal” one or, berter yer, as expressed in Daiscrz
Teitaro Suzuki’s “logic of sokn-Ii {=sive/non), where soku (sive) means
the inscparability of two entitics and /4 the neganivity, a “personal-
sme—impersonal” as well as “impcrsnllai—jir:+pcrsﬂnal“ n:l:ltinnship In
Suzuki’s terms, “A 1s not A and therefore A is A. A i1s A because it is
non-A."7 Nnh:tam s argument relics on the tl’"y"fﬂﬂ!{}EILﬂf cxplanation of

“person” as deriving from persona — which means “mask” in Larin. When
we speak of a mask, Nishitam says, we do not imply thar there is an actor
behind it; in a similar way, the following is true:

Person is an appearance with nothing at all behind it to make an appearance.
Thart s to say, “pothing at all” is what 1s behind person; complete nothingness,
not one single thing, occupies the position behind person.

Whule this complete nothingness is wholly other than person and means the
absolute negation of person, it 15 not some “thing” or some cnoty different
[rom person, [t brings imto being the thing called person and becomes one with
1. Accordmgly, it s maccurate to say that complete nothingness “is™ behind
person.

Nothingness s not a “thing” that s nothingness. Or again, to speak of
nothingness as standing “behind™ person does not mply a duality between
nothingness and person. In describing this nothingness as “something™ wholly
other, we do not mean that there is actually some *thing™ that is wholly other.
Rather, true nothingness means that there s nothing that 1s nothingness, and
this 1s absolute Mrﬂffh{;jﬂ::ﬂ.s

The existential encounter with God’s omnipresence means an actual-
ization and realization of nothingness in the sclf] so that the self

docs not cease baeing a personal being. {...) When person-centered self-prehen-
sion 1s broken down and nothingness is really actuahized in the self, personal
existence also comes really and truly to actualizanon in the self. This 1s what s
meant by absolute negation-gpe -affirmation, and it is here that some ‘thing’
called personality 1s constituted 1in unison with absolute nothingness. Without

a nothingness that is living and a conversion that is exastential, this would make

1o i"'a-.'lfl'l."'i-f.l'.l‘-';I

I[n sum, Nishitant’s reasoning shows that “a good bir of the suspicion
that the impersonal — OK, more generally, negation—is the dominant
notion in Zen Buddhism™ has to be “laid to rest.”10
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3

It Nishitant’s argument about rthe reciprocal interpenetration of pres-
ence and absence in the self describes, not a theoretical compromise, but
the result ol an existential conversion, such a conversion 1s 1 atself an
event which 15 to be grasped histonically. Why? Tirst, as a student of
Heidegger, Nishitani knows that our understanding 1s always histori-
cally situated and conditioned. Second, his teacher Hajime Tanabe and
his colleague Yoshinori Takeuchi;, both 1nvolved not in Zen bur in
Shinran and the Buddhism of Pure Land, have insisted on the “opening
up” of history from the existential and individual reality mto world
history, so that the religious meaning of history may be preserved. As
John C. Maraldo has shown n a remarkable paper,}1 even if Nishitani
docs not share exactly their views, he seeks, hke them, “a sense of history
that realizes the absoluteness and incomparability of each moment.”12

In other terms, history takes root i a transhistorical realm, the realm
of the mutual interpenetration of every particular with other particulars,
SO that

while A 1s A nself and B s B usell (A = A, B = B), yer ar the same time, A
and B penetrate each other. This s what we call “iafuns: (scll and others are
not two). Aoand B oare not {ixed; they are ynzumoge, interpenctrotmg and
reciprocal (...}, This is, i formal logic, a contradiction. In “natural being,”
however, this is not a contradiction but two sides of the same coin.!?

Man’s emergence as man from this field of interpenetration without
obstruction confirms the uniqueness of his destiny as man—a umque-
ness he possesses in 1ts entirety, even if simulrancously he shares it with
all other beings:

There 1s, so to speak, a circumference-less center, a center which is a center only,
a center on the fields of emptiness. That is to say, on the hicld of snyata, the
center is everywhere, Each thing 1s its own sellness and shows the mode of being
of the center of all things. Each and every thing becomes the center of all things
and, 1n that sense, becomes an absolute center, This is the absolure unigueness
of things, their reality,

Sull, to trear each thing as an absolute center 15 not to imply an absolute
dispersion. Quite to the contrary, as a totality of absolute centers, the All 1s
one.(...) “All are One™ can only really be conceived 1n terms of a gathering of
things together, cach ot which is by itself the All, cach of which 1s an absolurte
cenicr.{...)

“All are One™ 5igniﬁf:5 the “world™ as the uni{'}fing order or system ol all that
P
1%,
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Thus to the extent that the self is “presenr in the home-ground of all
other things,” the sclf is nor the self; but as soon as we begin to consider
it differently, i.c., not as a “small, self-centered circle,” but as being in
unison with emptiness, the self becomes an absolute center. The circle
is open, the circumference has disappeared, and yet everything is “in
order,” i.c., gathered together with all the other things into a reciprocal
rclationship (egoteki kankei, translated by Jan Van Bragt as “circum-
insessional relationship,” a concept drawn from the doctrine of the
Trinity, which uses it to deseribe the highest reciprocity between the
divine Persons in the Trinity; in fact, a word constructed by Nishitan
from ¢ = “arenm, around,” go = “onc another, mutually” and teki =
“back and forth,” hence ego-teki = “back and forth around one an-
other”).15

Now we reach the core of Nishitant’s thesis about historicity: for him,
the same ¢gotcki kankes obrains between the different dimensions and cpochs
of time. In this sensce, it opens the way toward a transhistorical under-
standing of history; and Nishitani’s argument is nor so (ar trom the
views of the Zen thinker Shin'ichi Hisamutsu, who considered in 1979
thar the emergence of the true self “is not achieved in the movement of
history, that is, through rhe historical dialectic,” bur “is accomplished at
the root-source of history, which is prior to the birth of history:—and
brings about the necessity of a “supra-historical history,” or of an “his-
tory that transcends history.”16

But let us listen to Keiji Nishitani:

The roothold of the possibility of the werld and of the existence of things,
namely, the place where the world and the existence of things “take hold of
their ground,” can be said to lie in the home-ground of cach man, underfoor
and right at hand.

In this way, the selfness of the self—insofar as the self is said to “be a self™—lies
radically in e, or, rather, is bottomlessly in time. At the same time, on the
ficld of sunyata—insofar as the being of the self is ar botrom only being in
umison with emptiness, insofar as the sclf is said “nort to be a self™—the self is,
at every moment ol nme, cestatically outside of time. Tt was in this sense that
we spoke above of the self of each man as at bortom preceding the world and
Ihings.] 7

Now, how to proceed from the “historical” self to the “transhistori-
cal” “not-sell,” the vice-versa? Nishitani’s answer is decisive, for it shows
the relativity of the difference between derived time (or, in Heidegger's
terms, the “ordinary conception of time”) and primordial ime (Heideg-
ger's Gleichurspriingzeit-lichkeit or “cqui-temporality™). First, Nishitani
says, we arc simultancously inside and outside time:
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We are born in ntme and we die in time. *To be in time™ means to be constantly
within the cycle of birth-and-death. But we are not merely within time and
within the cyde of birth-and-death. On our own home-ground, we are not
simply dnifting about in birth-and-death: we live and die birth-and-death. We
do not simply live in time: we hive tme. From onc moment in ttme to the next
wc arc making time o be ime, we are bringing time 1o the “fullness of tme.”
That 1s the sense of what we referred to carlier as “being bortomlessly in time.”

But now, thus 1o be bottomlessly within time and within the cycle of birth-and-
death means 10 stand ecstatically outside of time and ocatside of thar cycle. It
mcans to precede the world and things, to be their master. This, at bottom, is
the sort of things we “are™ in our home-ground, in our sclfness. And when we
become aware of that fact, namely, when we truly are in our own home-
ground, we stand from one moment of tume to the next gutside of time, even
as we rest from one moment to the next bottomlessly iside of time. Even as
we stand radically, or mather bottomlessly (groundlessly and with nothing to
rely on), inside the world, we stand at the same tume outside of it. In this case,
having nothing to rely on means absolute frecdom 18

Second, the simultancity of the inside and of the outside leads ro the
rcalization of a kind of “geology™ of timg, i.c., to the mntegranion of the
various possible time-stratas according to the egeteki principle which
may very well interpenetrate without obstruction:

On the fickd of emptiness, all nme enters into cach moment of tme passing
from done moment to the next. In this crcuminsessional interpenctration of
tme, or in ume itself thar only comes about as such an interpenctration,
namely, in the absolute relativity of tme on the held of sunvata, the whole of
time 15 phantom-like, and the whole of the beng of things in time is no less
phantom-like,

(...) We might say, in other words, that because in the hicld of sunyata cach
tme s botromlessly in time, all times enter into cach nme. And only as
something bottomless thar all nimes can enter into, does each time actually
emerge n its mamifestation as this or that tme, such as ic1s. This suchness and
Ehallll:[i;m-]ikl:nc:is must need be one. Therein, to be sure, hes the essence of
Lmc.

Third, Nishitani shows that the logic of seku-bi or sive-non holds good
in the case of the antinomy of simultaneity and linearity: Kierkegaard,
he argues, spoke of a simultaneity occurring in the “moment™; n a
stmilar manner,

past and present can be simultaneous without “destroying” the temporal
sequence of before and after. Without such a field of simultaneity not even
culture, let alone religion, could come into being. We can encounter Sakyamuni
and Jesus, Basho and Beethoven in the present. Thar rehgion and culture can
arise within and be handed down historically through nme points to the very
essence of tume.2Y
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But in Buddhism, time is circular, because all its time systems are simultaneous;

and, as a contnuum of individual *nows™ wherein the systems are simulta-

e . o 3 3 522 3
neous, it 1s receslinear as well, Time 1s at once circular and reculinear. 2!

4

In the last sectien of the Part V of Religion and Nethingness, entitled
Sunyata and Time, as well as in the Part VI (Sunyata and History),
Nishitam tests his philosophy of self and selflessness by confronting it
with the “concrete™ history of the emergence and development of the
historical consciousncss.

His point of departure is the suggestion made by Arnold Toynbee in
An Historian’s Approach to Religion, that the opposition between liberal-
ism and communism, since 1t concerns two movements which rely on
the same Judeo-Christian (or “Western Judaic”) religious rrm.htum, will
become less and less important in the future, once “Western Judaism”
and “Buddhaic” thoughr will have come really face to face.

Toynbec’s analysis of “Buddhaic” thought shows thar it holds the
movements of nature and cosmos to be cyclical, and in parallel the order
which rules the human world to be impersonal. In sum, in a world
where the individual 1s dissolved into the universal, self-centercdness
tends to be ignored, but nothing new can occur.

On the contrary, “Western Judaism™ as seen by Toynbee professes
that the history of humanity is linear, because it reproduces on what-
cver scale there may be, the rhythms of the individual. Accordingly,
history must depend upon the will of a personal being, God. Thus it s
difficult, if not impossible, to avoid sclf-centeredness. The religion of
the Prophets of Israel provides the best example of such a self-centered-
ness; being a chosen people, the Jews consider their sclfishness as dic-
tated by God’s will.

Such a view is of course ov Lrhllnl‘.l-] fymg: Nishitam would never go
bail for h}ynht:t: s lancies. He eniticizes Toynbee's interpretation of
the conception ol time in Mahdyana Buddhism, because to assume only
the arcular characrer of tnime leads to a denial of any possibility of
hisrorical consciousness. 22 And 1in a similar way, “the claim that histor-
ical consciousness originated with the Jewish people contains serious
problems.”23

Nevertheless, Toynbee’s thesis seems to Nishitani “to put its inger
on the core of the martter. History is essentially bound up with the face
that the sclt, here described as self-centered, comes o act from within
itself in a certain sense as a personality
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The example of Chnstianity 15 convincing. Like Judaic thought,
Christianity teaches the highest respect for the Divine Order. But since
man has rebelled at the hcgmnmg against that very Order, 1.e., against
God’s will, the awarencss of freedom, together with the aw:lrult.ss of
sin, both u:rnhrm the utmost importance of the sell-centeredness and
the possibility of occurrence of new cvents, 1.¢., the affinity of historical
consciousness with lincar time. The first coming of Christ, as an irre-
vocable historical event, “prepares™ his second coming; similarly, the
redemption and the last judgment are or will be irrevocable — simulta-
neously necessary and unforesecable.

Now, self-centeredness appears as consolidating and securing its
positions when we consider the next step in the development of histor-
ical consciousness, namely the European Enlightenment. According to
Nishitani, Chrstanity and Enlightenment have in common their preju-
dice about the meaning of history; but whereas Christianity attributed
such a meaning to God’s will and defined it in eschatological terms,
Enlightenment ascribes it to man’s mtellect and desceribes it as an hastor-
ical progress.

Of course, modern historiography has given up the sdea of progress
and conseguiently the very conception of an historical meaning or tele-
olopy. But it has been lelt the burden ol one-dimensional lincanty of
nme by the Enlightenment, e, in fact, by Christiamity. As such, it has
inherited the selt-centeredness ol “Western Judaism,” and can but de-
velop it

Nishitant’s position 15 now clear: he itends to go beyond the op-
position, described by the historian, between the L11|1 rhtenment which
sees history “as a continuum ol moments objectively equal in time, 1n
which each moment may be subjectively heightened by the sum of
fived experience, personal and historical,” and millenananism, which
conceives the moment “as the sum of all nme contained i one lived
experience.”22

£

[n lieu of conclusion, we will set up here some remarks about the
mcaning of Nishitam'’s t:l::-ﬂf.cprif_m of sell’ and historiaty in an herme-
neutical pcrspccrivc.

1) For Nishitani, the standpoint of sunyata, as developed by Zen
Buddhism, 1s “the standpownt of radical dehiverance from self-centered-
ness.”26 A “bottomlessness,” it 1s “the standpoint ol the Existence of
non-cgo”
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In the Existence of non-ego, non-cgo docs not mean simply that sclt is not ego.
It has also to mean at the same time that non-ego is the sclf. It must reach
self-awareness as something come from the sell’s absolute negation of itscll. [t
1s not the case that the self 1s merely not self (that is non-ego). It must be the
case, rather, that the self is the self because it is not the selt. Were it simply a
matter of the sell not being the self, the way would sall be open 1o follow
Nictzsche in taking the Will to Power as the true self, or the “seltness” of the
selfl (...) Oragain; the real self might be sought in the union with some abso-
lute being hike God, or the One of Western mysticism (...) Yetin all of these,
the standpomt of the true non-ego 1s sull incapable ol appearning 1n complete
fashion. Only by poing a step further does the standpoint of true non-cgo
appear in the reversal, “selt 1s not self (self 15 non-cgo), therefore 1t s sell.™ Thas
reversal 1s precisely that existential self-awareness wherein the sclf 1s realized
(manifested-sive-apprehended) as an emergence into its nature from non-ego.2”

The hermeneutical orientation of Nishitani’s rescarch appears imme-
diately, if we notice that for him, in Jan Van Bragt’s words, the question
“comes down to this: the West has nowhere to go but in the dircetion
of the Eastern (Buddhist) ideal; but it cannot do so, excepr from its own
Western (Chnstian) premises.”28

2) Nishitam s less mterested by history than by historiary.2? Ths
problem concerns time as such or temporality, and he solves 1t by
showing that we are situated both mside and outside rime. Conse-
quently, he holds that hermencurnics and historiography cannot be really
separated. But the hermencutics as he foresees it demands a redefinition
ol listoriography itselt] since the hermencutical situation of contempo-
rary historiography is lar from clear, duce to the Chrisnan prejudices it
harbors. Nishitant’s hermieneutical approach, since it eschews allegiance
to Western methodology, has also to be redelmed under a Buddinst
perspective. 30

3) Heidegger is present everywhere in Nishitan’s work even if he is
not quoted frequently. A remarkable feature ol Nishitant’s develop-
ments consists in their concern with the lack of a hermencutical self-
interpretive stance in Heidepger’s last writings. Marlene Zarader, for
instance, has noticed that if the references to Greek thought abound in
Heidegger, Christian thought is progressively abandoned, and Jewish
thought entirely “silenced.”31 While Nishitam does not necessarily
agree with Heidegger’s positions, he appears to fill some ol the most
crucial gaps in Heidegger’s self-reflection upon his own hermencutical
strategy. To begin with, he suggests for the first time the outlines of
a dialoguc between Heidegper and rthe East; but the dialogue with
Christianity and “Western Judaism™ in general, 1l 1t sorcly lacks
Heidegger, exists—and frequently in Hadeggrenian terms —in Religron
and Nothingness.
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4) The commentators have noticed that Nishitant’s aim is to pre-
serve the religious aspect of history. Such an attitude obtains its object
when Nishitani speaks of the necessity of considering the solemniry that
cerrain special moments—when God created the world, when Adam
sinned, when Christ was born and raised from the dead, when he will
come for the second time — possess in Christianity the very same solem-
niry that cach “individual moment of unending time” possesses in the
Bodlnsattva Path.32 Perhaps Nishitani adds, “it is when the sell experi-
ences the metanoia to faith” that the solemnity of the other moments is
“truly realized.”3

An “edilying” hermencutics—a meta-noetical hermeneutics — which
would contnibute to a real existential conversion, and not primarily to
an augmentation of our knowledge, may be reconstructed from Religion
and Nothingness. Shall we compare it to Richard Rorty’s definirion of
hermeneutics as an “edifying”™ discipline?
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