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Philosophy of Kuki Shiizo and Ethics of Watsuji Tetsuro:
Japanese Philosophers’ Responses to Modern Individualism

KAzuAKkl ODA"

1. Kuki Shiizo and Watsuji Tetsuro: Modern Japanese Philosophers

Kuki Shiizo JLY#LJE 7 (1888-1941) and Watsuji Tetsurd Fit#7E; (1889-1960) are
representative philosophers of the early Showa era; both were students at First Higher School®
and Tokyo Imperial University, and taught at Kyoto Imperial University. They studied
Western and Japanese philosophy (e.g. Nietzsche, Bergson, Heidegger, and Nishida) and
traditional Japanese culture. However, they present extremely different ideologies. Kuki
advocates philosophy of contingency f##444%, which is based on the isolated individual. He
focuses on how an individual meets another individual. Watsuji believes in the ethics of
aidagara 4, which stem from human relations, social relationships, and environmental
factors. Thus, their understanding of human beings differs: Kuki believes that human beings
are characteristically solitary in the world, whereas Watsuji opines that human beings live in
networks since the beginning. This paper addresses the following question: Despite sharing
the same educational background and literary influences, why do Kuki and Watsuji present

different ideologies?
2. The Path to Japanese Philosophy: The Introduction of Modern Individualism

Western philosophy was imported into Japan after the Meiji Restoration. Concepts such
as “individual”, “the absolute”, “subject”, “object”, and “the relationships between human
beings” have been derived from Western philosophy. Therefore, we can consider the
philosophers who discussed these concepts to be under the influence of Western philosophy.
Such philosophers can be identified by comparing their philosophies with those of the West.

However, I believe that it is important to consider the philosophers’ own perspectives to

* Osaka University, Graduate Student; e-mail: odangomushi5656@gmail.com
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understand their philosophies. The acceptance of Western philosophy in the Japanese context
requires the development of a language to discuss the abovementioned philosophical concepts.
Previous studies have highlighted the significant contribution of Nishi Amane V&J& (1829-
1897), who translated Western philosophical terms into Japanese (e.g. philosophy into
tetsugaku #%%).2 Although introducing Western philosophical concepts into Japanese was a
momentous achievement, an introduction alone was not sufficient for contemplating highly
advanced philosophy. Therefore, the Japanese people had to get accustomed to Western
philosophical ideas and develop a new writing style that expressed Western-style philosophy
in Japanese. Japanese novelists played a crucial role in this developmental process.

Some Japanese novelists during the Meiji period, such as Yamada Bimyo [LIFH¥E#
(1868-1910) and Futabatei Shimei —#E=2pU3k (1864-1909), began a movement to unify the
written and spoken styles of the Japanese language, thereby developing a new style of writing
called “genbun’icchitai” &3C—%& to appropriately describe people’s psychological state
and provide a first-person perspective.® Thus, the Japanese language acquired the style of
expression using the “I” (i.e., first-person perspective).* Modern Japanese novelists have
adopted this style to build the modern individual who is introverted and has trouble
understanding the second person’s perspective. > The works of these novelists have
familiarized Japanese people with the Western concepts of “individual”, “subject”, “object”,
and “the relationships between human beings”. Influenced by the novelists, both Kuki and
Watsuji have adopted the genbun’icchitai writing style in their philosophy books. Thus,
modern Japanese novelists facilitated the expansion of modern Japanese philosophy.
Therefore, it is important to not only understand the thinking of modern Japanese novelists but
also examine their influence on philosophers.

In this paper, 1 will focus on the novels of Natsume Soseki X BiikA (1867-1916),

particularly Sanshiro = DU ES, and their criticism. Soseki wrote his novels after the

2 Ohashi Ryosuke K#& EL A, Nikontekinamono, Yoroppatekinamono B AR & D I —11 » i/ %
@, Kodansha %&£k, 2009, pp. 39-62.

® Nomura Takeshi BF#HHIs, Nihongo Sutandado no Rekishi —Miyakokotoba kara Genbunicchi made
HAFEAZ 4 — ROER—I Y a 5N L E—EE T, Iwanamishoten & E /L, 2013, pp.
229-268.

4 Ando Hiroshi 2277, “Watashi” wo Tsukuru Kindai Shosetsu no Kokoromi TFL] Z->< % SE/)
PR, Iwanamishoten =i E 5, 2015.

® Karatani Kojin #4547 A, Teihon Nihon Kindai Bungaku no Kigen ‘&4 H AT SCEO LI,
Iwanamishoten 7= £/, 2008, p. 28.
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genbun’icchitai writing style had been firmly established. In his novels, he identifies the
problem of the modern individual; he describes modern Japanese intellectuals and the collapse
of the community. Both Kuki and Watsuji were familiar with the works of Soseki. In
particular, Watsuji often attended Mokuyd-kai AWM <s, visiting Soseki on Thursdays.
Furthermore, Sanshird, the protagonist in Sanshira, belongs to the same generation as Kuki
and Watsuji; thus, Soseki provides a description of the intellectual figures in that generation.
In the subsequent sections, I will examine the criticism surrounding Soseki’s novels as well as

the thought in Sanshiro to understand both Kuki’s philosophy and Watsuji’s ethics.

3. Sanshiré and City Dwellers: Absence of concrete self

Sanshiro was published as a serialized novel in Asahi Shimbun, a popular Japanese
newspaper, from September 1 through December 29 of 1908 (Meiji 41). The novel is set in
Tokyo Imperial University around 1907 (Meiji 40). The 23-year-old protagonist, Sanshird, is
attending Tokyo Imperial University after finishing Fifth High School® in Kumamoto. Since
both Kuki and Watsuji entered the same university in 1909 (Meiji 42), Sanshird is their senior
by two years. Sanshird is a naive young man who experiences difficulties in getting
accustomed to the city of Tokyo that both surprises and confuses him. In the preface, Soseki

describes Sanshiro as follows.

Sanshird, a high school graduate from a rural area, enters Tokyo Imperial University and
experiences a new atmosphere. Then, he meets his classmates, seniors, and young ladies

and tries many things. All | have to do is leave the characters in this atmosphere. After

that, they act by themselves, resulting in certain events. | believe that gradually, both you

and | will get a sense of the atmosphere and the characters. If this atmosphere and these

characters are not interesting, we can do nothing but accept our bad luck. This novel is

very realistic. | cannot write fantasy.”

O IR T e

T THIE OB A B L CHR O RFITE AT SR A LW 2K i g . 85 LCR%ERE 0%k
OB OICHM L TE L BN TRk S, FRIZIZERD S bICESEO ANMZ KT L ThH D, HEiE
ABRBETACIKNT, B SWEMAESE 27259 LB, 979 LThD ) bICHE LIEE bIkZERIC)
SENTRED ANBZMOECR2ELETS, b LASUFZED LNELRT, 080 LEVARTH
O LWEHEIZARE L FD D LV RN, S BE THD, BENAEHEITET 2V,

Natsume Soseki 5 F (i, Soseki Zenshii #4424 16, lwanamishoten & #/k, 1993-2004, p. 252
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Soseki states that he describes the atmosphere at the university, defines the characters, and
leaves them in the atmosphere, and subsequently the novel advances. He claims that this novel
is realistic. Therefore, if Soseki’s claim is to be believed, Sanshiro provides the actual
description of the atmosphere in Tokyo Imperial University at around 1907 (Meiji 40), thereby
revealing the background to Kuki’s and Watsuji’s thinking.

However, what is the atmosphere in Sanshiro? As many critics have highlighted, it is an
urban atmosphere. Since Soseki’s protagonist is a 23-year-old man from a village, his
perspective emphasizes the difference between the countryside and the city. Although Soseki
presents many aspects of the city, this paper focused on the most important one highlighted by
Ishihara Chiaki “JiF%k: city dwellers do not belong to any home province, or in other words,
they are abstract people.® According to him, Sanshiré is a story of how the protagonist
becomes a part of the abstract people by acquiring Western knowledge. Similarly, Azuma
Hiroki si%#c describes the urban atmosphere and Sanshird’s classmate and love interest
Mineko as follows: “city life and Mineko did not have a true self since the begining™® Thus,
both critics have asserted that city inhabitants lack a real concrete self.

In this paper, I will examine Azuma’s argument because it is more helpful for
understanding the discussions of Kuki and Watsuji. According to Azuma, city inhabitants only
have an outside (i.e., actions in social situations) and not an inside (i.e., a concrete mind that
unites their self and situation). In the novel, Sanshir6 tries to find the inner life of Mineko. She
has no true self separate from social situations; the meaning of her actions is determined by
the social situation, not by her inner self. However, Sanshird cannot understand either the
situation or Mineko’s actions because he is a young man from a village and does not possess
the ability to understand city inhabitants; consequently, he broods over whether she loves him
or not. Moreover, he would not have understood her inner life even if he had been familiar
with the city; she would have simply remained ambiguous to him, causing him to suppress his

affection toward her. Azuma interprets the dynamic between Sanshird and Mineko using the

(Translation by the author, emphasis added).

8 |shihara Chiaki - J5LT-%X, Soseki to Nihon no Kindai first and second volume WA & A AR D L -
T, Shinchosha Hrii#l, 2016, Vol. 1, pp. 155-193.

® Azuma Hiroki H{%#C, “Shaseibuntekininshiki to Ren’ai” B/ESCHYERHE & 255, Yabintekifuantachi
Azuma Hiroki Akaibusu 1 BEAAR L2 FHiGk 7 — 4 7 A 1, Kawadeshoboushinsha 7] Hi
T, 2011, p. 149.
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concept of polyphony proposed by Mikhail Bakhtin. Azuma understands polyphony as the
ambiguity of utterance. Utterance is constituted by words that are not only personal but also
social. It occupies a space of multiplicity, and even the utterer cannot find a consistent inner
life. Azuma describes the perception of Soseki by using this concept. He calls it “the
perception of sketch-like writing” 54 C#F27% according to Soseki’s use of the term
“sketch-like writing.” Azuma suggests that Soseki sketches these polyphonic situations in
Sanshiro. Such situations pose a challenge to the modern individual, whose sense of self has
been formed by the perception of genbun icchitai.®

Based on the preceding arguments, Azuma concludes that in Sanshiro, Soseki is simply
describing a polyphonic situation. However, Soseki’s post-Sanshira works are love stories in
which he expresses that love in the modern city must be based on the will of individuals;
individual will must be free from social situations. Thus, love stories demand inner lives of
characters. But it is impossible to describe love in one’s heart by sketch-like writing.
Therefore, Soseki adopts a new style of writing in Sorekara ““#17>%. He does not abandon
the perception of sketch-like writing, but it becomes more complicated. Sorekarais written
using both polyphonic and monophonic words. Monophonic words sweep away the ambiguity
by force and determine the consistent will of the characters. Modern individuals are demanded
to use both polyphonic words and monophonic words in the perception of sketch-like writing.
They have to understand polyphonic situations and form their actions according to their
consistent will.'* The problem of modern individuals is such that they find themselves in
polyphonic situations, but are forced to base their actions on a consistent will, and thus it
becomes impossible to understand others.

Thus, Azuma’s discussion elucidates the problem faced by modern individuals in their
relationships with others. Kuki and Watsuji proposed the following solutions to the problem.

912

4. Two Types of Being: “There-be being” and “S-be being’

To understand the difference between Kuki’s and Wastuji’s interpretation of being, it is

crucial to understand Watsuji’s classification of being into “There-be being” and “S-be

19 1bid., pp. 153-161.
' Ibid., pp. 161-175.
12 “There-be being” is [43d% 5 171E] . “S-be being” is [T HIF(E] .
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being”,*® because Kuki’s counter-argument is based on this classification.** “There-be being”
suggests that a precise “mono % @ (thing)” exists; it is expressed using “There-be” sentences
such as “There is a pen.” “S-be being” represents a “koto = & (matter)”, which is an attribute
that defines the individual (e.g., father, old, or round); it is expressed using “S-be” sentences
such as “He is a father of two children.” According to Kuki, “There-be” being presents the
existence of being in a narrow sense and “S-be” being presents the essence of being.”
Apparently, Kuki identifies Watsuji’s distinction with the discussion of Henry of Ghent
(Henricus Gandavensis): “esse essentiae” and “esse existentiae.” “There-be” being is fragile
and can change; it will easily disappear sooner or later. “S-be” being neither changes nor
disappears; it is universal. Thus, Watsuji believes that “S-be” being is more important,

whereas Kuki argues that “There-be being” is more important.

5. Ethics of Aidagara: Watsuji Tetsurd’s response

Watsuji begins his main work, Ethics (Rinrigaku), as follows:

The essential significance of the attempt to describe ethics as the study of ningen
[humanity] consists in getting away from the misconception, prevalent in the modern
world, that conceives of ethics as a problem of individual consciousness only. This
misconception is based on the individualistic conception of a human being inherent in
the modern world. The understanding of the individual is itself, as such, an
achievement of the modern spirit and bears an importance that we must never be
allowed to forget. However, individualism attempts to consider the notion of the
individual that constitutes only one moment of human existence and then substitutes it
for the notion of the totality ningen. This abstraction is the origin of many sorts of

misconception. This standpoint of the isolated ego, which constitutes the starting point

13 Watsuji Tetsuro FI3H#7EE, “Rinrigaku—Ningen no Gaku toshiteno Rinrigaku no Igi Oyobi Houhou”
fRERE— AR OFE L L TOMILFEOFEZ KL OJ5{E, Karube Tadashi XiFSE ed. Shokou Rinrigaku
HFE %2, Chikumashobd HLEEEE, 2017, pp. 57-58, pp. 123-142.

¥ Kuki Shiizo, Kuki Shiizé Zenshii JUYJE 44 3, lwanamishoten 3% £k, 1980-1982, pp. 59-75.
15 According to Watsuji, “S-be being” disappears when humans die because of aidagara among human
beings. However, | argue that Kuki disagrees with Watsuji as he defines ““S-be being” using a triangle.
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of modern philosophy, is merely one such example.*®

The locus of ethical problems lies not in the consciousness of the isolated

individual, but precisely in the in-between [aidagara'’] of person and person.*®

Since the beginning, Watsuji denies modern individualism, particularly the isolated ego.
Soseki primarily focuses on individualism and the isolated ego; thus, Watsuji’s intention
might have been to tackle and resolve the problem of his teacher.

According to Watsuji, human beings are part of a social network, and the concept of an
isolated modern individual is irrational. His study of the Japanese language and the history of
philosophy reveals that in Japanese, sonzai 777E (being) means the awareness of oneself as
part of a network.’® As mentioned previously, Watsuji believes that “S-be being” is the
foundation of the concept of being. He primarily advocates for the existence of society; the
individual appears as a negation of society, which subsequently negates the individual. He
thinks that the principle of the human beings is Stinyata ZZ; in other words, the absolute
negation. The individual negates itself and the whole appears. Then, the individual negates the
whole and the individual appears. Watsuji thinks that the social is this movement of the dual

negation or Sianyata.”

Human beings are formed by society, which is formed according to
history and climate (fiido & 1:).?* Human beings develop society over time, and are
subsequently reformed by it. Therefore, the ethics of aidagara are the laws of social existence
and the foundation of philosophy. Based on this theory, he provides a detailed description of
the rules of (mainly) Japanese society. In his opinion, the foundation of ethics and philosophy
can be understood by examining aidagara, formed on the basis of history and climate.
However, there are few descriptions about the situations in which the individual negates the

whole; in other words, Watsuji rarely writes about the situations where the individual becomes

8 Watsuji Tetsurd FOSHETES, Watsuji Tetsuré Zenshi FUH7EE44E 10, Iwanamishoten %k,
1961-1992, p. 11. ( Watsuji Tetsurd's Rinrigaku, translated by Yamamoto Seisaku and Robert E. Carter,
Albany, State University of New York Press, 1996, p. 9.)

17 My personal supplement.

Watsuji fiit, op. cit., p.12. (Translated by Yamamoto Seisaku and Robert E. Carter, op. cit., p. 10)
1 Ibid., pp. 24-25.

% Ibid., pp. 25-27, 123-125.

21 Watsuji points out that the climate (Fudo J& 1) is one of the structural moment of human beings
(Watsuji Tetsurd FIit37 B8, Watsuji Tetsuré Zenshii Fiit#7RR424E 8, lwanamishoten ‘&% E 5,
1961-1992, p. 1).

18

N
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estranged from the society. Although Watsuji provides detailed descriptions of various
aidagara in the final half of Ethics and his other works, they serve as restrictions on an
individual; in other words, they are static and holistic.

Soseki and Azuma asserted that city inhabitants only have an outside and not an inside
with no true self separate from social situations. Such an idea is supported by modern
individualists, but rejected by Watsuji. His assertion that social situations are the essence of
human beings confirms his approval of social structure. Although he comprehensively
examines aidagara, it is difficult to determine whether his description of aidagara reduces the
polyphonic social situation to a monophonic social role. There are no problems of the modern

individuals, but I think that this answer is too repressive to the individual.

6. Philosophy of Contingency: Kuki Shiizd’s response

Kuki’s masterpiece, The Problem of Contingency, begins with the following lines:

Contingency is the negation of necessity. Necessity means that it must be so;
namely, being contains its foundations within itself in some way. Contingency means
that it happens to be so, and being contains insufficient foundations within itself;
namely, being contains negation, orbeing could be nothing. In other words,
contingency is formed when we find being contains an internal relation with non-being.
Contingency is extreme being that stands on the interface of being and nothing. It is a

state in which being is based on nothing, or a figure in which nothing invades being.?

Watsuji tries to resolve the problem of Soseki and rejects modern individualism. However,
Kuki embraces the modern individualism of Soseki, since, as previously stated, he believes in

the importance of “There-be being”, or existence. According to him, philosophy began from

2 MBS FUREOTETH D, BREFUTRNEDLZLEBRLTND, TRbb, FENMTE
DOBRTHED ) BIBILEF - TNEZ L THD, BREIIBLRNELOET, FENAZDI B
WZHDORIMEH > TN L THD, TRbL, BELEAIEFE, BN EDHKRLIFETH D,
ST IUE, BRME L ITFETEIC S > TIEIE L OARBEONHIBIRA HB I TV D L I T2HDT
HD, FLML OBEMEICNTET HMRNEFEETH D, AVBRI L TWHRE, BAFEELTWD
L ThHD, )

Kuki Shiizd, Kuki Shiizo Zenshi JUMJH1E45E 2, Iwanamishoten & i &5, 1980-1982, p. 9
(Translated by the author).
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an isolated individual.?® He rejects the idea that “S-be being”, or aidagara, comes first. The
foundations of his philosophy are the immediate, namely the now, here, and I, which share the
common characteristic of fragility. Therefore, he focuses on studying the philosophy of
contingency.

Kuki argues that although human beings exist, they lack essence. Therefore, it is evident
that Soseki, Azuma, and Kuki share a similar view of human beings: everything appears
ambiguous because it does not have stable foundations. Modern individualists must force
these polyphonic situations to fit inside their monophonic perspectives. As previously
mentioned, the process of attaching a fixed meaning entails violence; Kuki is aware of this

problem and describes the role of individuals as follows.

The internalization by the law of identity must be concrete, restricted by the

contingency of thou who | meet as the facts.?*

On meeting others unexpectedly, an isolated | must gather all its strength to struggle

and experience happiness in internalizing others deep within itself.?

According to Kuki, polyphonic diversity and monophonic perception must be balanced. Kuki
emphasizes social interaction and escape from solitude; he asserts that interaction facilitates
the development of a concrete inner self. Therefore, he prefers accidental meetings ##iE to
formal relationships. He views human actions as reactions to social situations, and sees the
formation of ego as an accumulation of contingencies. Thus, it can be observed that he adopts

the existentialist ideology in his philosophy.

2 Kuki Shiizo, Kuki Shiizo Zenshii JUYLJE 44 3, lwanamishoten A% £k, 19801982, pp. 80-81.
2 TR X AWEHLITHSE & U THBET 2 I O MR HIR & 7 BRI L TR TR b, |
Kuki Shiizd, Kuki Shiizé Zenshii JUWLJE & 24 2, lwanamishoten =% E 5, 1980-1982, p. 252
(Translated by the author).

B MMET 2 —FE L IS JICEH BT b MH L MET BRI, AR Dk EROERCHELT S 2 &
ICREFEOMAE ERE ZR LD TRITITR B2, |

Kuki Shiizo, Kuki Shiizo Zenshii JLH &4 2, lwanamishoten i # )5, 1980-1982, p. 258
(Translated by the author).
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7. Homeless Philosophers: Kuki Shiizo and Watsuji Tetsurd

Ishihara refers to a famous piece of literary criticism in the beginning of his discussion on
Sanshire.?® It is “Literature of the Lost Home #fil% % - 7= 3% by Kobayashi Hideo 7k
F5ifk (1902-1983), published in 1938. Kobayashi expresses that he does not feel like an

“Edokko L= -7 (an Edo/Tokyo native); rather, he feels the uneasiness of being homeless.

It is as if I cannot understand that | was born in Tokyo. In other words, | have an

uneasy feeling that | do not have a home.?’

He describes the atmosphere surrounding city inhabitants and states that he cannot find any
basis for the formation of ego. Thus, his feelings are similar to those of Kuki, Watsuji, and
Soseki. Young Kobayashi feels positively toward this atmosphere because he believes that it is
suitable for the abstract ego to learn Western culture. However, Kuki, Watsuji, and Soseki
identify this as a problem for modern intellectuals. Watsuji advocates aidagara, which is
formed on the basis of history and climate, and therefore he can be considered a
communitarian; he proposes that individuals should adopt the rule of community and rebuild
their concrete self. In other words, he tries to recover “our home”. On the other hand, Kuki
argues that human beings certainly exist but lack essence; he proposes that individuals should
value unexpected meetings and form ego as an accumulation of everyday actions. He approves
of the atmosphere of homelessness and contemplates the philosophy of city dwellers.

Martin Heidegger, who influenced both Kuki and Watsuji, also believed that he lived in
an era of homelessness (Heimatlosigkeit).?® Although a close examination reveals differences
in the ideologies of these philosophers, they share the same atmosphere. Heidegger asserts that

nostalgia is the fundamental reason for studying philosophy; thus, for Heidegger, philosophy

% Ishihara, op.cit., Vol. 1, pp.155-157.

7 (S5 THNBHFUCAENAER L RGUCAEENZ LW I ER L S LTHAAMERD, XS o THiT
HIZIESAB &V D b o0, 20 ) L5 72— EALREETH B

Kobayashi Hideo /NMAF5H, “Kokyd o Takushita Bungaku” &4 % 2 - 72 (%%, Kobayashi Hideo
Zensakuhin 4 X eno Tegami /NMEFHERIES 4 X ~DFHK, Shinchosha FHigl4t:, 2003, p. 176
(Translated by the author).

28 Martin Heidegger, “Brief ber den Humanismus”, Wegmarken, Gesamtausgabe, Bd. 9, Frankfurt am
Main: Vittorio Kloster mann, 1976, pp. 337-342.
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is a way of going back home.?* However, his European background provided him
considerable convenience to study Western philosophy, which the modern Japanese
intellectuals lacked. Modern Japanese philosophers are in the atmosphere of homelessness and
they cannot find their home by studying the Western-style philosophy. They have to seek new
ways and experience the atmosphere of homelessness at home. Today, there are many more
city dwellers who live within the atmosphere of homelessness than the era of Kuki and
Watsuji. Modern Japanese philosophy might provide them with clues to contemplate and

formulate their own guiding principles.

2 |pid.

131



