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1. Nishida’s Encounter with James

1.1. James and Modern Japan

    In 1909, the year previous to his death, William James gave a series of polemical lectures under the title of “A Pluralistic Universe” at Oxford University, then the center in England for German idealism with Francis Bradley as its leader. When it was published in book form, there was attached an appendix entitled “On the Notion of Reality as Changing.” Arguing, from the viewpoint of what he calls “synechistic pluralism,” against the possibility of tracing a straight line of causation through a series of events in historical reality, James illustrated his point as follows:

Commodore Perry was in a sense the cause of the new regime in Japan, and the new regime was the cause of the Russian Douma (the Imperial Parliament under Tzarism); but it would hardly profit us to insist on holding to Perry as the cause of the Douma: the terms have grown too remote to have any real or practical relation to each other (James 1912: 347-8).
    Indeed, the outcome of the Russo-Japanese war in 1904 appears to have struck James with a considerable impact. At the end of a letter written to Bergson after reading L’Evolution créatrice, the following passage is found:  


I say nothing more now---this is just my first reaction; but I am so enthusiastic as to have said only two days ago, “I thank heaven that I have lived to this date--that I have witnessed the Russo-Japanese war, and seen Bergson’s new book appear--the two great modern turning-points of history and of thought!” (James 1920: 294)


The demonstrative firings of the cannons of Commodore Perry’s four “Black Battleships” in 1853 did cause feudal Japan to awaken and forced her out of some 250 years of seclusion from the external world. In 1868 the long reign of the Tokugawa Shogunate finally came to a collapse, and Japan plunged into its well-known process of modernization qua “westernization.” Originally launched under the imminently felt threat of colonization, Japan’s national policy to catch up with the western powers entailed the frantic endeavors to learn and assimilate the best fruits of Western civilization in almost every field of human activity; from sciences and arts to even clothes and cuisine. In this regard, Western philosophy was, needless to say, far from being an exception. 

1.2. Buddhism and “Pure Experience”

    Kitaro Nishida, born in 1870, two years after the launching of the new regime, belongs to the second generation of Japanese intellectuals who struggled to steer somehow an autonomous course in the face of the overwhelming influx of Western thought and culture. Nishida, the end of whose life coincided with the end of the World War II in 1945, is generally regarded as the most significant philosopher of modern Japan. However, what is to be noted first is the fact that it was in none other than James’s idea of “pure experience” that Nishida came to believe to find a philosophical stand, not only congenial to some of the core-features of the traditional Buddhist thought, but also radical enough to ground an entire, new philosophical system on.  

    Thus, Nishida’s maiden work, An Inquiry into the Good, published in 1911, a year after James’s death, starts with a chapter simply entitled “Pure Experience.” And the collected works of Nishida, comprising 15 volumes of philosophical work, are, broadly speaking, considered to be the products of his persistent and strenuous endeavors, spanning more than three decades, to develop his initial stand of “pure experience” by providing it with “logical” or judgmental forms as well as socio-historical dimensions.


No doubt James would have been greatly surprised and delighted as well to know what a far-reaching resonance his idea of “pure experience” was to arouse at the opposite side of the Pacific, yet it only confirms James’s own understanding of the essentially unforeseeable nature of significance which a historical event, Commodore Perry’s visit to Japan in this case, might take on in the future.


However, seen from the perspective of modern Japan on her hardly autonomous way toward modernization qua westernization, the elective affinity that came to be established between the Jamesian idea and the deepest concerns of a modern Japanese philosopher would begin to appear far from being an accidental one. The major tenet of the Jamesian philosophy of “pure experience” was the negation of the ontological dualism of subject-object, which entailed such consequential corollaries as the “functional” re-interpretation of the notion of consciousness, the discovery of the ambiguous body as the center for the field of lived experience, the thematization of the phenomenon of “fringes” or “horizon-structure” as essential to any type of experience, and the restitution of affective values as originally pre-given in the ambiguity of pure experience.

    These now stock-in-trade ideas in phenomenology were propounded in James’s Essays in Radical Empiricism in such a clearly focused manner that Whitehead once considered James’s work comparable to Descartes’s Discourse on Method in terms of the ‘inauguration of a new stage in philosophy.” Whitehead wrote in Science and the Modern World: “James clears the stage of the old paraphernalia; or rather he entirely alters its lighting” (Whitehead 1925: 143). In view of Nishida’s responses to James’s philosophy of pure experience, however, we might be tempted to expand on Whitehead’s evaluation of James by an addition of the following sort: “At the same time James transforms the very design of the theater of modern Western philosophy in such a way, without knowing it, as to strike the back stage open to the opposite side of the audience, namely, the Eastern philosophical tradition.”
1.3. “Pure Experience” and the Birth of Modern Japanese Philosophy

As is well known, the Eastern tradition of thought, particularly that of Buddhism, is characterized, roughly speaking, by the ontological anti-substantialism and the anti-dualistic view of the body-mind relationship. The former view is epitomized in such terms as “Engi,” meaning the  “dependent co-origination of beings,” and “Jijimugé,” meaning the “unhindered mutual interpenetration of phenomena and phenomena”; the latter in such term as  “Shinjin-Ichinyo,” meaning the “oneness of mind and body.” 

    Set against such background, it should come as little surprise that Nishida wrote in a letter to one of his friends in 1910 as follows: 


These days I have been reading the recently published articles of James. I find them interesting. They seem to bear clear resemblance to Zen.... (Nishida 1978d)  

    Nishida was reading those articles of James’s which were later to be included in Essays in Radical Empiricism. Thus, Nishida encountered the Jamesian philosophy of pure experience under the Buddhist lighting. This is crucially important in considering the Nishida’s relationship with James. It shows that a radical twist of appropriative interpretation was given to the Jamesian notion of pure experience right at the moment of its reception into Nishida.  

    However, in addition to a philosophical affinity, we can ascertain a more specifically historical reason for why the Jamesian notion of pure experience proved capable of providing Nishida with an initial starting-point for his attempt to establish a philosophical system; one that would draw its essential inspiration from the traditional Buddhist ideas, but would be nonetheless couched in modern philosophical expressions. Japanese modernization was carried out under the national slogan of “Japanese Spirit; Western Techniques.” What such an expedient strategy aimed at was, needless to say, to ingest the cognitive, technological achievements of Western civilization without compromising the traditional Japanese values in moral or spiritual spheres. Although, in his maiden work, An Inquiry into the Good, Nishida does not address philosophical issues in terms of Japan’s encounter with the West, some consideration of such historical context should make it easier for us to understand more fully why it was the Jamesian philosophy of pure experience that was to play a maieutic role in the birth of modern Japanese philosophy through Nishida.  

    As seen above, the vision of “pure experience” was far from foreign to Nishida because of its essential similarities to some of the Zen Buddhist views, and it also could be regarded by Nishida as a promising ground-principle for a philosophy capable of embracing both scientific cognition and spiritual values within one and the same perspective because of the Jamesian characterization of affective values as originally pre-given in the ontological ambiguity of “pure experience.”

1.4. Reality and Unifying Activity

    Emphasizing the “unifying activity” allegedly operating in all pure experience, Nishida summarized his central vision in his maiden work, An Inquiry into the Good as follows:  


Thus, intellectual intuition is nothing more than a further deepening and enlargement of our state of pure experience, that is, it refers to the expression of a great unity in the development of a system of consciousness. Even a scholar’s acquiring of new thoughts, a moralist’s acquiring of new motives, an artist’s acquiring of new ideals, a sage’s acquiring of new insights--all are based in the expression of this kind of unity (Nishida 1990: 33).  

    We could expand more fully on how the Jamesian formulation of “pure experience” was absorbed and transformed as well at the early stage of Nishida’s philosophical career. But, for now, let us restrict ourselves to taking note of only two of the features conspicuous in the Nishida’s formulation of “pure experience.”

    The first point is; Whereas the moment of “unifying activity” operative in pure experience assumes a pivotal significance in both James and Nishida, it seems that, for James the pluralist, it is kept in a critical balance owing to his acknowledgement of the “disjunctive moments” as well as the “externality” of some relations in the field of experience.  

    The second point, though related to the first, is; as it has already been pointed out by a number of scholars, the state of “pure experience” signifies, in Nishida’s version, not only the originary state of experience which is “not yet” divided into the subjective and the objective, but also, and more importantly, the “ideal” state of experience which is “no longer” divided into the subjective and the objective.  


This processive dynamism is far from absent in James who sees the pragmatic value of “concepts” in their function to lead us to the inexhaustible richness of the immediate experience. However, the explicit characterization of “pure experience” as the “ideal” state of experience, religious or artistic, to be sought after seems to be a distinctive characteristic of Nishida’s first work. And now it would be needless to confirm that what is responsible for this “religious” transformation of the notion of “pure experience” is the intellectual backgrounds of Nishida as an Eastern philosopher steeped in the Buddhist tradition of thought.

2. Acting-Intuition and the Historical World

2.1. “Action-Perception Coupling” and Self-Awakening
   As is well-known, cognitive psychologist James Gibson (1904-1979) came to advocate, drawing inspirations partly from William James’s legacy, “ecological realism” through his research on the mutually dependent relationships between organism and environment; that is, he came to think that in the environment there exist “qualities that induce and orient organisms’ activities,” which he named “affordances.” Masato Sasaki, who has been engaged in further development of Gibson’s ecological psychology, states its core as follows: 

We are always “directly perceiving” the “meanings” of objects at one with possibilities of our own action. The distinctive characteristic of Gibson’s “ecological theory of perception” lies in its recognition of the essential connection between the appearance of the external world and perceiver’s action and its emphasis of the oneness of these two factors. (Sasaki 1990: 95; my translation) 

   It will go without saying that such “coordination between perception and action,” which Gibsonians call “perception-action coupling,” was exactly what Nishida explored under the heading of “acting-intuition.” One of the important theses to be derived from such fundamental insight is the “complementarity between environment-perception and self-perception,” or, in Gibson’s own words, the thesis that “exteroception is accompanied by proprioception---that to perceive the world is to coperceive oneself.” (Gibson 1979:141) In order to bring into relief its affinity with Nishida’s later thought, it would take only juxtaposing it with Nishida’s own formulation.

Internal perception is formed always in accordance with external perception. Our internal perceptual self always has the significance of the self’s seeing the self although it can never see the self fully (Nishida 1988: 91; my translation). 

    However, there are some arresting differences between the two; for one thing, while what is at the center of Gibson’s inquiry is the pragmatic significance of the perception-action coupling for an organism’s adaptation to its environment, in Nishida it is being called into question in the philosophical context of his meditations on jikaku (self-awakening). Nishida writes: 

Action has the significance of denying our intellectual self. Our self cannot know the bottom of our own action… We find our true self by working; therein obtains our true jikaku [self-awakening]. (Nishida 1978b: 54; my translation) 

The more we consider that we see, at the bottom of reality, what goes beyond us, what is transcendent, the more what we regard as deep jikaku [self-awakening] can obtain. It is because of this that we can consider that we see things by acting. Our getting in contact with what is transcendent does not mean to leave things, but to go deep into things. (Nishida 1978a: 349; my translation)

    Furthermore, Nishida’s perspective is characterized by its emphatic highlighting of the historical and creative moments in the action-environment relationship. In “Shu-no Seisei-Hatten no mondai [Problem of the Generation and Development of Species]” written in 1937 Nishida writes: 

It is as a continuity of disconnection that there obtains the mutual determination of environment and shutai [agent-subjects] as well as a connection of the past and the future… Because it is a continuity of disconnection, various futures can be built on the determined past; hence, there can be infinite destination (Nishida 1978a:537; my translation).

   For Nishida, although shutai [agent-subjects] are “tsukurareta mono [what-has-been-made],” determined as “what exists in the environment,” they have not been determined causally or mechanistically; they have absolute freedom as long as they act as “tsukuru mono [what-makes]” with regard to their environments. In this sense, a “continuity of discontinuity” exists between “tsukurareta mono [what-has-been-made]” and “tsukuru mono [what-makes],” and it can be said that shutai [agent-subjects] are “oitearu mono [what exists in the place (basho) of ….] in nothing but such “continuity of discontinuity.”

2.2. World of Historical Reality as Pure Experience

    Thus, in a new preface to the second edition of An Inquiry into the Good published in 1936, Nishida wrote in retrospect over the 25 years of his philosophical endeavors after the first publication of this maiden work:


That which I called in the present book the world of direct or pure experience I have now come to think of as the world of historical reality. The world of action-intuition---the world of poiesis---is none other than the world of pure experience. (Nishida 1990: xxxi-xxxiii)    

   Let us pay closer attention to some of his attempts to give shape to his stand of the "logic of place (basho)" so that we may understand it more fully in relation to his understanding of the “true self.” The following passages are taken from a 1927 essay entitled simply "Basho (Place)": 


The field of consciousness conceived psychologically is already something conceptualized: it is nothing but a kind of object. However, the field of consciousness that is conscious of such a field of consciousness cannot be transcended even at its limit. Also for the field of consciousness that we take to be real, there always lies something that transcends reality at the back of it....

   The stand of cognition also must be an attitude in which experience reflects itself in itself. Cognition means nothing but experience's forming itself in itself. It is in the place of experience that the oppositional relationship of form and matter come to be established. Thus, that which infinitely reflects itself in itself; that which itself is nothingness but contains infinite being, is the true Self in which the so-called subject-object opposition is established. (Nishida 1987: 70; my translation and my italics)


Some of the seminal implications of the notion of the "self as a field of experience" was brought into light by James. In Nishida, however, we witness an explicitly thematized effort to relate the structuring of self-awareness to the formation of its judgmental acts. 

2.3. the True Self and Expression 
    In Nishida's view, the true self is nothing but this "place of continual awakening" to the dialectical identity between the self-contradictory moments of our finite and incarnate existence; prominently, the dialectical identity between the moment of the invisible knower and that of the visible object known, or the identity between the moment of the self-forming activity through internal temporality and that of the formative ground of socio-historical horizon.

    Here a couple of quotes will be due from Nishida, which show how closely his key notions came to be interrelated with each other in such a way as to bring into light the internal relationships between bodily action, expression and history.


Dialectic of life means that the past and the future are simultaneously present in the present. Although the present is uniquely determined, horizonally it has innumerable possibilities: therein we have our body. Because the past and the future are simultaneously present in the present, the world has fringes or horizons. The world is through and through expressive. Expression means that the temporal is the spatial. (Nishida 1988: 72; my translation and my italics)

    In Nishida's understanding of expressivity as an essential character of socio-historical reality, it is the notion of the "bodily field of experience" that functions in such a way as to blend the notion of the "horizon as transcendence" with that of the "expressive interpenetration of the internal and the external." We encounter here, I submit, a rendition of the notion of expression with a transformed, but undoubtedly "Jamesian" tone; it is, as it were, a conception of the "cross-horizonal expression" as grounded in the horizon-structurality of the bodily field of experience.
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� Nishida resorted to James's notion of "fringes" at some of the crucial junctures on his way to the establishment of his "logic of basho (place). Nishida wrote in Fundamental Problems of Philosophy: The World of Action and The Dialectical World: “William James wrote of the "fringes of consciousness," but the world of the present has in fact infinite fringes. Therein exists the world of pure, undetermined nothingness, and the world of what Heidegger called "man." And therein lies the world of mere rumors as well. As long as it determines us in any sense, we feel infinite anxiety in the depths of such a world.... 


   "Even the world of 'man' exists as a fringe of the world of the self-determination of the individual self.  For this reason, the self is always individual, and yet belongs to the world of non-individual men.  That things are expressive or that we objectively see a world of expression can be conceived only in this world....” (Nishida 1970: 177)
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