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NISHITANI ON
THE SELF
SELFLESSNESS

AND HISTORICITY

Daniel Charles

1

IN I'ROFl'.5S0R ,\IASAO "lifo'S rAJ'ER or 1969 ahout ""God, Emplincss :md
the True Self,"1 we find :1 significlIlt statement about Nothingness :IS
the Ultimate according to Zen Buddhi...m:

11lC' ground of our ,aistCIlI:(, is Jl(){hilll)llCSS. I1I1JJ'fltIJ hc:>:;,usc il c,m ",,'\~r he
obj~lifiro_This lIfHllflfJ is decp c:nough It) <."flct>mp;m C\'t:"n God, 1m- "objc1:r'
of mrnkal union.l$ ....'C1I;u (he object off:ailh. C...) StlllJllla or nOlhingl~i in
Zen is 1101 ':l "Jl()(hiny.ft OlU of which aU things wen: crGlI("J by God, bur a
KnOlhi,,&ft from which Gnd himsdf emerged. 2

Such a doctrine, Professor Abc arguc-.;, might nxall PS(:lldo-Diony­
sius' Chrisri:1Il nl)'stkism:

In l',..~udr"[)i()nr"iu~. idClltjli,:\l;on or H>Jioll wilh (1(,<1 m~3n" lholt 111.1'll'I1I':r<

Ihe g,c"Uv.;;"t by gelling rid of \\'h~l is nl:lIl-\1 I'r( ...·l"'-' '~Ilnl Ihwns, i.l'_,
dcifil';l1iun, This pmiliol1 of 1'.<CllJ(J-ni(}l1y~imII(,:C,llnC the h.l.• is ,,".~\I\~<t·'lll{,1ll
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Chrisli;m mY",iei~m. IT nul' /\l.t I"", WnHlj; I" s..y Ih:>l for him lhe Goo.lhe:l.l in
which One i~ "nil~..1 is lhl: ~cml'linO$" or lhe imldill"hlc On....\

Bur if rC:ld (,m:fully I'setido-Di()ll}'sillS' A-IyJtim! l1Jto!c..JrY, we ffiJy
llorke thar there is JIl essential diflCre!1.:e octween Zt:1l :Illd Chrisrian
mysticism: if we :lIiopr Ihe Christi:m st:lIu11x>inr, we run the risk of
sllhjcerivizing :lnd hUn1:1nizing GC\i.I:

I'scudu-DiOfl)'l'ius oils Ihal which is beyond "II "Airm:l{ion "Ilil all ncg:l{ ion by
Ihe {('f11l hi",. Man)' Chrisri"l1 mrsl irs ,,,II wi ··nlOU." In Zen, howen:r, \\'h:1I
is hey()fld J.II.lflirmuion and all nega,ion-IhJ.{ i_~, UhinlJle Ilcalil)'-1>hotlhl
nOI be .. him" or "I hUll~ bur ".scl r, n or OIlC·,. ~1rile .sclf."

I am nOI cOfh:eflwd here wil II verhal expr~'sSiOllS ['Ul with the n:ality behind (he
wonk If Uhim:II.· Realily, while heing 1.lke" .IS Ilolhinb"e,.,; or emplill~.'SS.

should h.: clUed -him~ or "thou,~ il is, frvm lhe Zen I'0im of "iew, 110 longer
uhinule."'

2

A~ eJrly as 1')00, all ~Htell1p[ was 1ll:1dc by Keiji N;.~hirani, the well­
known philosopher c)f the Kyoto sl.:h, Kll, Iu lillt! a killd or compromise
hetween Zcn and ChrisriJll mystil.:ism. To the ordinal)' Chrisli:1O wayof
t!lil1kint., he says. tht: tr.lIL~Ct:I1t1cIKe of God is represclllI..,.J as :l scp:!ra·
tion: God is "lip in the hcavcns," i.c., :lloof from Ihe world. Yer every
Christi:!lI claims Ih:ll, mgt·rher wirh :lJllhc ere.lfnl heillg.~, he has I>t:cn
...·rcared hy Gut. In th:lt sense, Cod is omnipresent. Bur he is not the
world, or the life of rlll: world: su.:h ~l view woulJ Ie'ld 10 p.llltheism.
Ratha, be i.~ imlll:H1Cllt :IS wdl :lS rr~l1sccndcllt. Nuw, if thc l:lH.:ounter
with GOt.1 as tr.l1lsccndcm is to be Sl'l:n :lS :l "person:!! rd:ll;ollship with
God through lhe :l.warcncss of sin," how is it possihle to des~:ril>c rhe
rebrionship with God 3S imm:lIlClll? 11"IC Chrisrian docrrine ":311 hut
re..:ogni7..c Ihe privilege of Nothingncss:

'111.11 "lh;,,1' isn.·.II~~1 rx "ihil" means Ih.l11his "illil is more i111m.II1<:m ill IIUI
lllillg lhan the very lJ.ci"S oflhallhinb is -imrn'"\Clll n in tlk: thing iLsclt: (... )
I{ is :111 irnm:lllell(e of absolute oeg.·llion, for Ihe being of lhe erc:lle.l is
grounde,1 upon.\ ,lrJtbi'lf)"ess :md seen fundamelll.L1lr 10 bc ~ llolhingOl"Ss. Al
tOC s;lme lime, if is an immane1lce of pun:: a/\(I :tll$(llUle .,ffirtll.lliofl, fur {he
IIOIlllngocss of 'he neJ.{CtI is the grt)tJnd of lIS «ill!}. This is Ihe omnil're':ClIcc
ofG,x1 in aU things Ihal h.!'·e lheir !xing,; as:o rnmig ex 1/111/14. I, foliO\\'$ lhal
,his oll1niprCSl"lKe "'":111 be sai,11O r'l,rcsclll for nun the ,Iynami' mllti! of lhe
lr.lmpon:llio[J (If :,h:;olUle IlCb';ltioll alld absolule ;Iflirm:llinll. To CJ11ru.~1 lhe
.~clfto lhi~ '"uti[, 1<1 k1 nncselt"hc drivCll hy i1 SO:lS !Od;e 10 tile .Ielfa,,,t live ill
Gr>J, is ",h;ll e"nstiHlIcS 1'.';111.5



A'i;l rcsllh, whcrc;\s p:mlhcislIl rcm:lins :lll"impcrSOIl:lI" rd:lIiollship,

",ht:11 11,,: ,ml11if'rocl'oo:c "f t,U" is <:'"l)UlUCred nisr~"lli~lIy .n the ..1"",I\lIIe
negation of the l>cinG 01' .. 11 nl'.lltlf<,S, .lIld present_ ils<·lf :15 .In iron w,lll,Il,;H
bIocb all nl()\'cn)<"n1 fun.........1 0'" b.l<.:kwanl, ;1 is 1V)l iml'<,rs<.l<l.\1 in Ihal \lsw!
~nsc.6
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We should cdl slll::h :l rcbliollship :1I1 "illlpe.:rson:dly persoll:!I" or
"persoll:llly impCrSOll:lI" one Of, bcner yer, as cxprcs.,,(.-cl ill D:Jisctz
Tcit:lro Suzuki's "lugic of saL'tf-lJi ('=-5it'(/"01l). where sahl (sip,) rnc;\Ils
rite ill.'iCp:arabili'1' of twO cmitics :lnd hi Ihe ncg;arivil)', a "persol\:ll­
Jive-impc.:rsollal":ls well as "impcrsoll:ll-Jil'e-personal" rd:ariollship. In
Suzuki's terms, "/\ is not A and rheldon:. A is A. A is A lX:C:llIsc it is
non-A."7 Nishitalli's 3rgumcIU relic'> on thc crymo[ogiClt cxpl:lna tion of
"person'" :IS Jcrivi Ill; frotH prl'Jll1ln - whkh rnc:lI1s ""1l1:tsk'" in L1tin, \Vhcn
wc spe;lk 01'3 mask, Nishit:trli S3)'S, wc do Ilot imply th:lt (hcrc iS:lll :lcror
behind it; in:\ simi1:lr W:IY, thc following is tme:

!'er$on is 3n apIlC3r,uKe willI ,,"'hillg at all hehind il 10 nuke an arpearatl("C.
Thu is l<lSJY, "nothing:tI all» is ",lUI is !xhin,l penon; eomllkle llOlhinJ;rX'~,

nor one ~i"l;k Ihing, o",:ul'i<:s rhe posilion behind penon.

While Ihis o:olllplcl(" rlOlhingncss is wholly olher Ih:lIl person :111..! mC:lIls Ihe
'Ibsolurc nC~lioll pr I',:rs"n, il is mIl SOllie "Ihing" or SO~ elJlilY Jilfcrcl\l
frOI1l per.~"ll, II hri ll);S illt" I,einl; t h<.: rhi Ill; ra lle,l pcrmn :nul \":COrt'l<:S onc wi Ih
i.. Ao:n'h1inSly, il is m.ll','UT.lle 10 say Ih.tI nllnpl"lc nOlhingnt·ss "isM hehi",1
I'crso".

NOIhinl;lI'·s., i., nOI a "I hillS" rhJt ir Illllhingll<':.~s. Or :Ib.lin, I" spe.,k of
,\O(hinbn•."S.~ :>.' sla'''''i''g "hehin,I M 1X"l);tltl .IO('~ not imply a Jualify 1>Clw.'Cn
nothing"es,; and l.... rson. In .Innibing fhis nOlhingl1("ss as "~mclhing" wholly
(llher, We dO,UlI/He;\n lh;" there is :l':IIL~lly s'Ul)(""lhi"g~ lhal is wholly or her.
Ralhn, In'c nOlhinhllcs< lI1C"aHS llul fl)("re ;'1 nOlhing fhat i~ nothingncS'i, anti
Ihis is (lillO/lire lIlJfIJi'!!J'1r:SS.S

'Il,C cxistcllti:ll CIlCOUnI'cr with God's omnipresence mcans 3n 3Cnl3t-
i7~1tiofl :H1d re:lli7_1tion of 1l00hingncss ill the self, so that [hc self

,lues nOI ITasc h"inS a pn);on.11 beillg. ( ... ) When l'erSOIl-eell1er,oJ self.prehen.
sioo is hwkcn <lOWIl :mtl lxuhi"/incs., ;'1 rcally aCH~~lil\Cd in lhe sdr, p,:r50,~~1

cxistence also (01Tl<~S re;\1!y andlmly to 31.-h!aliz.,II;OIl in Ihe sdr. 1l1is is "'haf is
me:lnl hy ahsollilC IIcs.uion·si"",·aHirnlJlion, Jnd it is here Ih.;U somc 'Ihing'
nlbl persOIl:J.'ily;s ,'nmlifUrc,1 in unison \\~lh ahsuluu: nothin/:i"cS5. \V;lhoul
a nothingness Ih.1I i, living ami ",·onl..:rs;on Ihar is uislcmiJI, this would ffiJke
flO 5<:,1,;(.',9

[fl sum, N ishit':llli's re:lsofling shows th:tt ":\ good bit of thc sllspicion
t!l:lt thc irnlX-(S(1IlJl-0K, ll1{lrC gClH.TJt1r, tlcg:ttion-is thc dominJnt
noriotl ill Zcn Buddhism" h:ls to he "bid to resl."IO
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If NishitJnt's Jrgutllcnr Jbollt rhe reciprocJl inrcrpcnerrJrtOli of pres­
ence and J bscllce in thc self describes, not a theoretic:d compromise, but
rhe rcsult Of;lll cxi.~tenti:11 conversion, such :J conversion is ill itself JIl
cvcnt which is to be grJspeJ hisrnricJJly" Why? [Oirst, JS J student of
Heideggcr, NishitJlli knows lllJt our ul1derstJnding i.~ :llwJys histori­
oily sitll;'!ted Jl1d conditioned. Second, his teJchcr H:ljime T:ll1Jbc Jnd
his COllCJglle Yoshinori T:JkcllChi, both involved nor in Zen bur in
Shinr;'!ll :Jnd Ihe Buddhi.~1n of PlIre L111{ I, l1:1.ve iIL~i.~tcd ()Il the "opening
up" of history from the cxistl.:J1ti:d Jilt! individu:l1 fe;'!lit)' into world
history, so that the religiuus mCJlling of history Ill;,!y be preserved. As
John C. M:lr;l!do hJS shown ill J rel11:lrbbk p:lper,l I even if NishitJlli
docs not shJrc eXJctly their views, he sccb, like them, "J sense of history
th:;t fl.::Jlizl.:s the Jbsolutcncss JIll.! i'KOl11pJr:lbility or eJCh morncllr."12

In uthn terms, histury tJkcs root in J trJJ1ShistoricJI re;'!ll11, the rCJlm
of the lTlut ual intcrpencl r:Jtioll of every j);'!rtirul;'!r wi th orher p;'!niculJrs,
so rhat

whik A ;~ A il.\df :111,1 B i.. 11 ir~df (A "" A, 1I "" II), yel :II Ih~ .~:lIn~ timc, A
:lllJ 11 !'Cllclr:ltc each other. This is wh"t wc (:111 "jilajimi: (sci I" ;HId Olh{'(~ :Ire
nor two). A and B :lfC 1l0t lixed; th~y "re .1I1ZII/}U'!.1r, inl<·r!,~llelr.llillb ~lld

n:,ipro''::l1 (... ). This i.<, ill form.d IObi';:,;l ,"ontr"diclioll, In "lutur.,1 heinb,"
howevcc, thi.. is not:l (ontr."linioll hl'l two sid"" oflhe S:lme c<.Jil].l~

MJn's eIllergence as lIlall from this licit! of imeqx:nl:;trJ.tioll without
obstruction confirms tIle Illligueness of 11is destiny JS IllJll - J. LlnigLle­
ness he posscsses in irs entirety, even if si 1ll11lt:lIlCOI1Sly he sh:lres it with
:lll other beings:

Thcrc i.<, 50 to SpC:lk, ;1 ci reu rnfcccl1cc·lcss ccntcr, :I (cnter whith is J ,'cnter only,
;J {"enter 011 lhe IidJs of cmptincss. Thar is to S:lY, on thc field Of.fllllyl1fa, the
emter is el'n7",hrre. E~ch thillg is its own sdflJes,<; :lml shows rh~ rn()d~ofbcing
of Ihe ecntcc of , III hi 11 g.l. E,,(h J 11..1 el'C OJ' thi IIi> Ix'Comc.< 1hc eCIl tel of all thi ngs
;Jnd, in th~t SCllse, bccome~:ln absolutc ccntcr. This is the :lbsolute ulli'JUCllCSS
of things, Iheir r~:llily.

Still, to trcat cach thing :I~ an ahsolute ccnler is not to imply :in :lbsolule
dispersion. Quite to th~ (ontr;Jry, :IS " wr:llilY uf ahsolute (Clllel'S, the All is
OllC.( .. ) "All :Ire alit" (an oilly rc,llly 1'C eonccivcJ in tClms ofa gathering of
things togcthcr, e:lch of which is hy itsdfthe All, ea,"h of ",hidl is :1n :lbsolulc
(emer.( ... )

"All :Ire Onc" signific., thc "world" :1., lhc uilifying or<kr or ~r.'1Cll1 of all thaI
is. H
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111l1s to the extent that the self is «present inlhe home-ground 0:all
other things." the sclfis not the self; but;ls soon as wc begin to consider
il dilTerelltly, i.e., nor:lS a "Snl:lJl, self-centcred cird.:," bur:ls being in
unison wirh emptiness, the self becomes :lll absolure cenl'er. The cirde
is open. the circumfcn:llce has dis.1pp(::lred, :lIld yet cverything is «in
order," i.e .• g:lthered together with :lll the other things into:l reciprocal
rclatK>Ilship {egnuki hlllkti, trans!:Hl.--d by J:1ll Vall Bragt :IS "'<:1reunl­
ill."c..sional relationship," 3 concept drawn frum the docrrinc of tbe.
TtinilY, which It"C." it to describe the highesr reciprocity herweell rhe
divine l'erson... ill the TrillilY; in f:lct, :l. word <:ollstnIC[cd hy Nishir:lIll
from (; = "r;rc/llII. :lrolllld,"go = "one another. murually" :lnd lrJ..; =
"b:lCk :llld forth," hl:IKe &·/fo·lrJ.·i = "b:lck 3ud forth :u()I1I1d one :III'
urhcr").lS ~

Now we rl':lch the core ofNishit.llli's rhesis :lIXlll[ hisroricit),: for llim,
the same tg(J/(~'i krrll~'ri uhr:lins br:fll'rm tlu rfijJh'f// f di/llmrillllS (llId qXlchr
oflimc_ In rhis sense, it 0PCllS the lVay tolVard :l lram;hi.~toricall1lldcr­

st:ltldinf'; nf hi.m)ry~ and Nishiralli\ arglllllcnr is 110t so rar IrOI11 rhe
"ielVs 01" Ille Ze[1 thinker Shin'iehi H iSa11111rS11. Will) OJllSi,krnl ill 1979
Ih:lt rhc ellwrgcl1ce of the truc sclf«is not :l,chievoo in the movcment or
hiuory, Ih:1t is, through the histori(':l1 di:1kctic," hUI "is accomplishcd:ll
the HXlr-souree orhisfory, which is prior 10 fhe birth ofhistory:-alld
brings :lIXlllt 111e lleCc.~sity of a "sllpr;1-11islorical Ilistory," ,)r oj" :111 "I lis·
tory th:lt [r:1I1sccmls hislOry."16

Bur let liS li."fCll 10 Kciji Nishit:llli:

The molhold of Inc ros-~ibiliey of 1ho: workl :mJ of Ihe Cl:i.~lcnce of lhin~,

namel)', Ihc p1acc where Illl' world ,n,,1 Ih... exislcncc of Ihings ~l"ke hold of
Iheir ground," (~11 he s~i" 10 lic in Ihe hume-ground of e;l(" m.ll1, undcrfool
:lnd righl al hand

Illlhi.~ way, lhe sclf"c.'\S of Ihe self-insofar as Ihl." sclfis 5:1id to ~be a sclt"-lics
r;xl,c:III)' in tjm~, or, r.l\her, is botlomlc.~sly ill lime. Al Ihe ~me lime, on Ihe
field of flltI.mta-inrofJr "'~ rhe hcing of IOC self is :I' bonum only l>cing in
umwn wilh cnll'iinc.'\S. illwfar:1S lhe self is Qid ~1lO1 In he ~ scll--lhe self is,
:II e\'el)' momem of lime, <."C.\I'lliGllly QUlside 'If lime. II WJS in Ihis s...nse 1h.:11
we: spoke Jbo\'c of Ill<: self of eJch mall J~ ~I 1)('110111 preccding thc world ~nd

Ihings. 17

Now, how to pron.:cd from the "hislOric:lI" self 10 the "rr:lllshistori­
c:aJ" "'nor-self," thc vicc-\'crsa? Nishir:lIli's an..wer is lkx:isi\'e. filr it shows
rhe relativity of the difference belwccll deri"l-d rime (or, in Heideggcr's
rcrm.... the "ordill:1T)' conceprioll of lime") :1ncl primordi:ll time (Hddeg­
ger's Gldchlll"fp'-iillgzrit.!irM·(i/ or "cqui-rcmpnr:l1iry"). Firs!", Nishir:ll1i
.~~ys. we arc Si11111It~l1eo\.t"ly imide :11\(1 o/l/sid( rinK:
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We :m: born ill rimc:ulli ,~,Iie in lime. "'1'" 1><: in lime" 01(';\115 10 l:>Cl"OnSI,mtly
wit hi" II..., '-ydc of hi"h,,,,ltl·,k.uh. 11m we: ar,' not 1Ile-,.:!y within lime: and
within the <l'dc of hirlh·and-,Ioth. On Ollr own oomc'r;KJunu, we are 1101

simply drifling ;ab"", in birth·aod·d("Jlh: we live :mel die birth-ao,J-dc.uh. We
do ncN simply Ii"'" in lime: we li\~ lime. From one moment in lime.- to the nat
we nc nuking lime 10 he time, we:lre Ixinging lime 10 tile Mfullr'lC'$S 0(1;010::."
TIl;l1 is 10<: .~cnsc of Wh:H we rdcrred 10 C<lrlier;ls Mixing honomlessly in lime."

BUI now, thus to Ix honomlessly within lime: ;lnd ,,·;thin rhe cydc ofbinh·aod­
dCJlh mems 10 SI:loJ «stalically uutside of lime :lnd outside of ,h3\ cyck h
mc:lt1$ 10 pr«cdc llle world Jnd filings, to be theil rmsrcr. TIllS, 31 honom, is
111<:: SlJII oflhings we ";lrc~ in our horn<:'ground, in nur sdfncss. And when we
becollle aware of lhal facl, namdy, when we tntly are in our OWll home·
bround, we .Hand from one mon)elll of lime.: ttl the next Olwide of lime, e.:ven
as we rest from one moment to die lle:tl bOllomlessl)' imide of lillle. Even as
we slaml radially, or r.uhn oonomlessly (grnllndk~sly and with Ilothing to

rc:1y on), inside Ihe ""Orld, we stand at lhe S.lme lime olllside ofil. In this ..;as<:.

howing nothins 10 rely 011 "'COllIS alJlS<J111le fre<:dom. 11I

Second. the simulr:tncity of the imide and of the outside 1c;lds to the
rC:lliz.,lioll or 3 kind oC"geology" of timc, i.e., to the integnlrion of the
varinu~ possible timc-strar:lS according to rhe rgouki principle which
lila)' very well iuu:qx:nerr:lfe withour Obslrw.:tioll:

On Ihe lieU of emplille:s.~, ,,!I lime emers imo e.l,;h momenl of lime p.1.uitlg
from done mOmelll 10 the lICIt. I" Ihis ..:ir<"tuninscssional imerl'em:lralion of
lime, or ill lim..' ilM:lf Ih.ll only come> ahoul as mch an illlerl'<:nelrJlion,
II.Imely, in lhe r1b",fllle rd.ui,'iIJ of lime "n Ihe fidd of nm.falr., the.: whok ..,f
liliK i~ I'h:tlll ..JIll·lik<:, ;llullhe whole of Ihe "eing orlhiltgs ill lime is nn kss
I,h.llllom·like.

( ... j We lIlighr say, in 01 her words, Ihal hn':lllS<: in Ihe field UfflfllJlllri ~:lch

lime i.s hOllumkssly ill ,ime, alt rimes COler illlo eJeh lime, And only as
,somclhing bOl:\Ollllc.ss lh:lt all limes can enler into. docs CJch lime aelually
em<:rg<: in its manifcsl.llinn as Ihi5 or lhal lime, such as il is. This sudlll<:Ss and
plullIorn·likcllCSs mllSI n«d he one. Therein, 10 be sure, lie> Ihe q:;cIll.'C of
lime. I')

'nlird, Nishit-.mi ~hows 111;\1 tnc lugic ofJdlw-lJi or ril'l'-IW1J holds gOOoJ

in the asc of the 31l1inomy of simult:lneity :Ind linc:lrity: Kicrkcg-:larJ,
he argues. spoke of a simult:Ulcil')' occurring in the "momcnr"; in :t

similar lIlanner,

p:lS1 aoo prc~nl l-:lll be simullanCOU:l withoul "J"'Slroying" Ihe: n:mponl
SO:<luelKe of heforc :1110.1 afler. Wilhout such a fieM of sirnulranl'iry not even
<.'ullure, Ie! alone religioll, .:oul<l wmc imo being. We can encounter Sakyanlllni
and Jesus, Ihsho and Ikclhnven in Ihe present. TIl:!1 religion and nlllllfe Clll
.lrise wilhin and be h:lIldcd down historically through time poiliis 10 lhe very
e.~scnn' of linK. 20
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But ill IImtdhi 'Ill, I illll' i~ ..:iru ILJ r, 1><: ...1use ~ I! i15 Iimc systcrns arc simull ~m'()us;
amI, a_~ .1 nlllllllllllm "f i'ldi"i,II~,1 "I"''''>'' ",I"·.."i,, Ill" >y.'I~I'" U" >;mull;L·
ncoll~, il is nC:fll",wr;u wo:ll. Time i> "I ol1..:e ,ir.·ubr J'lll rnlilineJr. 1\

4

In the last sl,."t:riol1 or the Part V of Religum rwd Nothin!Jllw, entitled
SUI/yatn and Time, as well 3:; in the 1)3rt VI (S,II/yata and History).
Nishit:Jlli test:; his philosophy or scII' and sdllessllcss hy confronting it
with the "concrele'" history of the emergclKc and development of the
historial cOllsciousncs....

Hi... point" of dep.1rture is the suggestion m:lc\c by Arnold To)"noce in
A" Historian J

; AJi/lmnch to Religioll, rh:lt t he opposition berween Iiocral­
ism and communism, since it conccrns twO mo\"cmems which rely on
the same Judc.:u-Christian (or "Wcslcrn JlKl:lic") religious tradition, will
become less :md less import:llH in the future, onee "Western Judaism"
Jlld "Blldd!l:lic" thought will hJve cume re:llly bce to f:H:e.

Toynbec's Jilalysis or "'"I\m.ldh:lic" thought shows t!J;\t it holds the
mO\'Cl11eIHS or lJalme Jud cosmos [0 he "-1'dic.11. and in !).1rJlld the orde.r
which rllk~~ the hum:lll world to be imperson:ll. In sum, in :1 world
wllerc 11K illdiviltu:l1 is d;,~s(llve(1 inm lhe IIJJivers:ll •.~df-centeredllc.~s
tcnds to be ignored, hut nothing new 011 oceur.

011 Ihe l'olHrary. "WI'stern ludJislll":iS ~ell hy Toynlx:e professcs
Ih.n the his lory of htllll:lIIil)' is linc.H, hCC:Hlse it reproduce.s 011 whar·
cver seale there l1l:ly he, Ihe rhythms of the individual. Accordillgly,
hi.srory mllsi depend upon the will ofa persoll31 heilig, God. 'I1ms it is
diOicull, if not impossihk. to 3void sclr-ccntcredness. Thc religion (Jf

the Prophcts of Israel provides thc best cx;lmple ofstlch a Sclr-eclltcred­
lICSS; heing;1 choscn people, rhe Jews consider their sdlislll1es.~ as dil.;·
lalcd hy God's will.

Sud, J view i... of course ovcrsimplifying: Nishiuni would never go
hail fllr TOYllbce\ ElIKil.:s. I-Il.: critici1.l:s Toynhet:'s illlerpruatiotl of
the (:(11 KCpl ion {If ti me in i\·tahay:lll:l 1~ udd hism. IleCJllSe to assu me 0/11 y
thc eircnbr character of time leads 10 ;1 denial or :my possibility of
hisroril:;1.1 t:Ollsciollsness.22 AI1I1 ill;1. simibr way, "the ciJim th;)t histor·
ie:1I consciousncss origilUlt:d with the. Jewish people contains st:rious
problems."u

Ncvertheless. Toyn!x.'C's r!,csis seems 10 Nishit::llli "to put its finger
011 Ihe core of till.: maner. History is essentially bound up with the rae.:t
tl1:H rhe selt~ here desnihcd JS ~ett~t:t:lltcred, comes to au from within
itself;n:l C(°rtJin sense as:I pcnlJllfflity,"H
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The example of Chrisrianity is convincing. Like Judaic thoughr,
Christianiry reaches the highest respccr for the Divine Order. Bur since
man has rebelled at the beginning :lg;lil1.~t thar very Ordcr, i.t'., ag:lillsr
Goo's will, rhe awareness of freedom, togetlu:r with tht: aW:lreness of
sin, both eonlirm the utmost irnport:lnce of the sell~cel1tcrnlness :lnd
the ]x)ssibility ofot:currcncc of ncw t:VClltS, i.e., rhe a!lilli ry of hi.~toric;ll

cOllsciousness with lineJr timc. The first coming of Christ, ;lS :Ill irre­
vex.'able historical cvcnt, "prep:tres" his .~ceond COIning; .~il11ibrly, the
rt:dcmption and the last judgmel1t are or \vilJ be irrevocahlc-silllulta­
Ileollsly nccessary allU Unf()ITSCeab1c.

Now, sdf-u::ntnnlrless appc:Hs as consolid:ning ;llld .~ecl.lring its
IXlsitions when we consider the next step in the dcvelopmellt ofhisror­
iC:l1 consciousness, n;lmely the European Elllightt:nnKllt. According to
Nishit:lni, Christbnity :lnd Enlightenlllent have ill common their preju­
dice ;lboLlt rhe me;lning of history; bur whcre;ls Christi;lllity atrriblltt:d
such a Ille;lnillg tQ God's will ;lIld JcJined it ill cscharologicd tt:rms,
Enlightenment :I.Krilx·$ it to 1ll;l1l's intdkcr alld dc~crilx:.~ it ;lS:l11 hi.~ror­

iC;l1 prngre.~s.

or u>urse, mOderl1 hisroriography !l:lS giv~:1J up thc ide;l of progress
:lnd comt:q\lt:ntly tbe vcry cOIKt:ptioll ot" all historicli llle;lIling or rele­
ology. But ir has been leli- the burdcn ot" ollc-dilllCllsi()I1;l1 lil1c;Hity of
rimc hy thc Enlightcllll1cllt, i.c., in lact, by Chri.~ti:llliIY. A~ .~\lch, it 1J;).~

inherited the selt~ccnteredne.~sot""\Ve.~tern lud;lisl11," ;llld (:11] but dc­
velop it.

Ni.~hit:lni\ ]Xlsirion is now clear: he inrends to go beyond the op­
position, descrihed by the histori:lIl, !JctWCCll tilt: EJllightt:llment which
sees history "as :l continuum ot" 1J10l1leilts objectively e~l\l:ll in rime, in
which cach moment may be subjcnivcJy hcightcl1t:d by thc SlIl11 of
livul cxpcriellCc, persOIlal ;llid histurical," Jill! millcll;lri:lllisl11, which
conceivcs thc moment ":IS thc sum of all linK cOlltaincd ill one lived

. "2·cxperlence. ;,

5

In liell of conclusion, we will ser up here SOlllC rcmarks ;l\)OUt the
meaning of Nishit:ll1i's conceptioll of self ;llld historicity in :In henne­
I1cutiC;l1 perspectivc.

l) For Nishitalli, the stalJdpoint of Stl1/)'lltfl, as developcd by Zen
Buddhism, is "Illl: st:lIlJpoint of radical dcJiver;lllce from sell~celJtered­

l1e.~.~."l6 A "!J.ottOl11kSSIleSs," it is "the .~t;ll1dpnil1t of the Existence of
IlUn-ego":
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Jill he Exis(l'l lee Df llon-e!:o, non-ego doc' I]()I me.'" .. illll,1 y that sclf is not ego.
lt has also tn mean at Ihe sa1ll<' time thaI non-ego i. Ih<: ..clf. It l11U.,t r<:Jell
self-awareness OIS sonKlhing n.lOw (rom the .sclf's ahsolute negalion of irself. II
is not lhe case Ih"t the self is merely not self (tlut is nOll-ego). 11 must Ix Ihe
case, rather, that the sdf is lhe self becJuse it is nOI the self. Were it simply a
malter of the self not heing lhe self, the way would still be opcn fO folluw
Nietz.sche in taking Ihe WililO Power as the lrue self, or the "selfness" oflhe
selL (._.J Drag-din, ll,e real .selfillight be 50ught in Ihe union wilh 'orne "I.>so­
lllte being like God, or the One o(\,hslern mysticism ( ... ) Yel in all of these,
the standpoint of the true non-ego is still incapable of apl'eJring in complete
fashioll. Only hy going ;\ step fun her doc_' the standpoint of lruc non-ego
appea rill I he rCV<'T.sal, "sclf is l10t self (self i_, nOll-cgo), Ihnc fnre it i, ,elf"." Thi,
n:vcr.S:ll \s precisely that existential sdf-awueness wherein the self is rralized
(manifcsteJ-sive-al'prehendcJ) as "n emcfj.;cIl<;e infO its natlJre from non_ego.27

Thc hcrmcllcurieal oriellt:ltioll of Nishit:llli's rCSC:lrdl ;lppears iml11c­
di:ltc1y, if we !1otiec that lex him, ill}:ln Vallllr:lgr's words, the questioll
"coll1es down to this: rhe West h:1S nowhere tll go but ill lhe direction
orrhe E:lstem (Buddhist) i(kal; hill irollllOl do.~n, exeept from ir.~ own
Weston (Christi:1l1) prel1lise.~.n2H

2) Nishitalli is Ics.~ illtncstul by hi.story tlull hy hi.~toricity.2,) His
problem eonu:rn.~ time as .~Llch or rellljxJrality, ami hc solves it by
showing- th;1t we :lre situ:rted both insidc :md olltsidc time_ C.onse­
quellt Iy, he h(lld~ th:l! hennClleuries alld hi.~tmiographyG1l1110r be rc:t II y
sep:lr:lted. But thc ht:rmelleutics a.s he loresees it demalKls a reddinirion
ufhistoriogr:rphy itsdl~ since the hl:flnClleuticl] situation OfcOl1lCmpO­
r:try historiography is l:lr frolll dcar, due to the Christi:ll1 prejudices ir
harlx)rs. Nishita!1i's hcrmeneutical :lppl"O:lch, Sillee it eschews :lllcgiance
to Wesrern methodology, has :l1so to be redl-fincd 1I11dcr a BuddIJist
perspectivc. 30

3) Hcillcgger is present everywhere in Nishitatli's work even if hc is
not quoted frcquently. 1\ rem:1[bbIc fe:lllllT of Nishitani's (levelop­
mcnts consists in their conccrn with lhl.: IJCk of;r hcrmeneuricd self­
interpretive stance in Heidegger's !:1st writings. M:trltne Z:lradcr, for
inst:lIKe, h::ls noriced rhat if the rderences to Gn:ek thought alxlul1d in
Heideggcr, Christian thought is progressively ab:lIldolled, and Jcwish
thought entirely "silenced.":>l While Nishitani docs llot nccessarily
agree wirh Heidcgger's pQ.~irions, hc appe:rrs lu fill SUllIC 01- the ll10st
Ctuci:tl g:lpS in Heideggcr's self-reflection ulx1n hi.~ own hermeneutie:!1
str:ltegy_ To begin Wilh, he suggests for the first time rhe Qurlines of
::l di:llogllc IX~tween Heidl'gger and rhe East; hut lhl.: di:lloglle with
Chrisri::ll1ity ::lnl! "'WcsterrJ Judaism" ill general, if il' sordy hcb ill
Jlcidegger, exists-:llld li"cllLlently il1 Hcideggeri:llllt:rl1ls-in Religio/l
find NotlJillglll:SS.
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'I) 111(: commenr:uors h:l\'e lIoricnl rh:lt Ni.",hir:ll1i's :lim is to pre­
servc rhe rdigimlS :lSped of history_ Such all :nriwde o(,t:lin.<; irs Objl"Ct
whe1l Ni.<;hil:llli SPClk.<; I)frhe llel,:essiry ()feOllsidering the solemnity r!1Jt
l-crl:lin sped:ll lll(lIllCI1Is-whell God ..::re:lrcd Ihc worltl, when Adam
sinned, whcn Christ was born and raise:d from rhe dcad. whcn he will
come: for the: secoml rillle - possess ill ChristiJlliry rile vcry samc solem­
niry rll:lt each "individl1:11 momCllt of uncnding rime'" posse:sses in Ihe
130dlJisrtlhifl P;lth.32 Pcrh:lps Nishirani add.<;, "it is whell the self experi­
elll,:c.s the metmwifl to f:llrh" rhat thc solemnity of rhe: Other momcllts is
"truly rcali7.cd."JJ

An "edifying" hcrmcllcurks - a mcta-noclical hctlm:ncuries - which
would conrribllle: to ::I rcal existcntial l,:ollve:rsiol1, and nor prin13rily to
:Ill :'lllgmcnr:lIioll ofour knowlnlgc. In:ly lx: reconstructe:tI from Religion
(llId Notbi'W1ltIS. Shall we comp."\re il TO Rich:uJ Rorry's ddini'ion of
herlllcncmics as:'l1l "edifying" discipline:?

NOTES

l. Tilt 1~l!tm, Ill/tit/bitt, Ilj2 (1969): IS';·W. 1l<:l'rillto:J ill Frc,krid,: Fr:ll1d,'s
alll h"lo}:y of I t~ K}'''IU so.-hool. The /l",f,fJ/II 1~'1r, Nnl' York, Cr.l\$rnl.l, 19K2,
02-7.... \V... 'I,,"le from Ih;_~ l.11l ...r l-O:fS;on.

2. AI'C', 72 ~n.171.

1. "he, 68.
.... 1\l>o.:,6X-6Y.
5. Kciji Ni~hiIJni, 1tEligioll /lllli NutlJil'!JI'ClS (Iroms!. 1:>11 V.m BrJgl), Ikrkeky,

Un;\'ersir)' of Cal;fomia Prcu, 1982, 40. (T'l be quoled hero.: .l5 ltN).
6. Rl<.' 40.
7. n,ltsctl.To.:iuro Sll~uki, q'klW.1 ill NishiIJIl;, leN 291, 11.19.
,II, ItN 70_
Y. UN 7l.

10. H.lll~ W.lldo.:ufcls, Abwb./e NVlllill!J"r.ss, 1'OIIIII/"t;(/I11 jor " IllIIfdlJiu-(;hriswm
1)/"11:911(; (lr:uu1. I.W. I-Ieisi}:), N...w York, I'JlIli~1 I'r~""', 191W, H2_

II J"hn C. hl.u,->I,I", "1 knno.:n"·Uli..", .ukl Ili'lurio.:ily in Ih... ~llI.I)' "r ll'kl.lhi~>I1,"17H

J-:'ut071 BlIIMJmr, XIX!I (19S6), 17-4]_
12. "'hnldo, up. ';1., 19.
Il. Ket~ NishilJni, ~On i\!Olkmiwion ;lnd Tr.Klilioll in JJI"m,~ ~. KohJyJshi Jnd

Y. KUy-.llna, a.1$., IolDd07Ii:"'irm Illld TmditWt, ill JIlPflll, Nishinomip, Int..-rTu­
lionallnslirule for Japan Studies, 1969,92, Quoled in W..I.knrds, op. ot.., 103.

14. 1m, 146--147.
IS. Wal<knfcls,llft. 01.,105; ..-r..llso 180, IlOtc .12.
10. MJrJldo,op_ dt., 37_
l7. RN,159.
Ul. RN,IS9-1M.
19_ R.N,161.



I'ISI-I rr.... K 10:"" TH Ii SF.!.!' 121

20. UN, ibid.
21. RN,219.
22. UN, 204.
23. RN,206.
24. HN, 203.
2.'i. l..eoo~rtJ t.b",~k, 11Je f!IlIi!Jhte.mrmt. New York, John Wiley & Sons, 1972,7.

Qllot~l ill "hr.aIJo, "1'. tit., :W. nOll: 56.
26. RN 250.
27. ItN,251.
211. I~n Vall Bragl, ImroduClioll!O RN, XXXVII.
29. Cf. his ..kdar;ll;on .n John C. M~r.atdo in '\brJklo, (lit. cit .• 40.
30. O. M;mldo's rof}du~too.op. tit .• 41-....13.
31. cr. MOlrkno:: ZIr:llkr, I-lridfJl!Jer et In paroks de l'urigille, I'~ris, Vrin, 19X6.

2711-282.
32. 1m. 272.
33. RN, ibid.; cr. H~ji~ T;lIuhe.l'!Ji/nwpJry 111 Mela1lOCNa lr.msl. Yoshinori Takeuchi

wilh Val.to Viglidmo and lames W. Heisig, Ikrkeky. Uni\,=rsi'y of CtlifomiJ
I'n'ss, 1'/116, p/wim.


	dc-nishitani_on_the_self1.pdf
	dc-nishitani_on_the_self2-1.pdf
	dc-nishitani_on_the_self2-2.pdf
	dc-nishitani_on_the_self3-1.pdf
	dc-nishitani_on_the_self3-2.pdf
	dc-nishitani_on_the_self4-1.pdf
	dc-nishitani_on_the_self4-2.pdf
	dc-nishitani_on_the_self5-1.pdf
	dc-nishitani_on_the_self5-2.pdf
	dc-nishitani_on_the_self6-1.pdf
	dc-nishitani_on_the_self6-2.pdf

