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Why the Absolute Matters as Idealism like Never Before
Nishitani, Hegel’s Logic, and Freedom in the Modern World

Nishitani Keiji’s work has found itself at the center of intercultural debates 
over modernity, but what is modernity, such that it, as target of both criti-
cism and aspiration, provides common ground in this dialogue? To inves-
tigate this, I relate Nishitani’s early thought to a recent controversy over 
“modern freedom” between Markus Gabriel’s New Realism and Robert 
B. Pippin’s Absolute Idealism, which stems from conflicting readings of 
Hegel’s Logic. I aim to show that Nishitani’s early reading of Hegel’s Logic 
makes a case for favoring Absolute Idealism. While Hegel’s “Idea” has often 
been understood as an object, Nishitani and Pippin show a way of consid-
ering it socio-historically. If the Idea of Absolute Idealism is that subjects 
are “given” only what they “take,” then while Logic might help secure self-
awareness of this Idea, the freedom in which this self-awareness is realized 
historically, has neither its actuality guaranteed, nor its possibilities pre-
defined.
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John C. Maraldo has proposed that “the very question of the identity 
of the Kyoto School… opens a range of questions that concern the very 

meaning and scope of philosophy.”1 A case could be made that these ques-
tions gain particular acuity in the controversial reception of Nishitani 
Keiji. He was, we are told, a (proto) postmodernist,2 but still modern, all 
too modern3; an uncritical Buddhist4 and Protestant-fashioned Buddhistic 
reformist5; a stylistic pioneer,6 but also cut from the same cloth as the phil-
osophical intelligentsia caught in their own abstractions.7 At some point, 
we must ask ourselves, What do we expect from this man, the philosopher, 
Nishitani Keiji?

As Maraldo suggests, answers to this question will hinge on what we 
expect from philosophy itself, which is demonstrated in one especially 
potent source of contention in Nishitani’s reception: his method. The sim-
ple question—What is Nishitani doing and why?—still lacks a clear answer. 
Granting even well-informed recognition to Nishitani’s own insistence that 
his project is philosophical,8 how to qualify this project, and whether cer-
tain qualifications—such as “Buddhist” or even “Japanese”—undermine 
this project, are issues remaining in suspense.9 Among Nishitani’s defend-

1. Maraldo 2018, 253.
2. Davis 2004.
3. Hase 1999.
4. Phillips 1987.
5. Scharf 1995.
6. Heisig 2001.
7. Umehara 1969.
8. Cf. Van Bragt 1992, 29, n. 3; Heisig 2001, 329.
9. For example, it is said that his project is, while certainly philosophical, also “intrinsically 

religious” (Van Bragt 1982, xxiv), and given the secularizing trends in twentieth-century, es-
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ers, his method has become a focal point for dissatisfactions with major 
trends in philosophy (trends, we should remember, that are not restricted 
to western Europe and the anglophone world). On the one hand, Nishi-
tani’s appearance as a philosopher from a different tradition, one organized 
by different problems and horizons of discursive plausibility, intensified 
awareness of the historical blind spots of traditional “analytic” philosophy.10 
On the other hand, and in light of the problem of history and attendant 
cultural diversity, Nishitani’s reception abroad exhibits a striking (which 
is not to say unprecedented) lack of confidence in just what “philosophy” 
ought to be.11 Sometimes this has manifested as re-entrenchments, includ-
ing unconvincing dichotomies of “Christian” and “Buddhist” or “East” and 
“West,”12 sometimes as criticisms about how academic philosophy institu-
tionalizes and regulates itself.13 Still, even if we can indicate some underly-
ing sense of dissatisfaction with the present state of academic philosophy, 
since Nishitani has been received in so many ways, one is hard-pressed to 
do justice to the manifold reasons that philosophers have had for involving 
themselves with his work, in either polemic or defense. Nevertheless, I pro-
pose that we have a concept that seems to get us pretty far in appreciating 
the complexity of Nishitani the thinker, as well as our complex reactions to 
his thought. Let us call that concept “modernity.”

A recent development will help introduce my proposal. In a message 
marking the popularly successful Japanese translation of Why the World 
Does Not Exist, Markus Gabriel writes, “Precisely now, after Heidegger and 

pecially American, academia (Schultz and Harvey 2010), there was understandable con-
cern, at least initially, that a reception of his project would not even get off the ground (King 
1982). In fact, Nishitani’s work was soon confronted by methodological skepticism even by 
those broadly sympathetic (Phillips 1987; O’Leary 1991). That it is not only an exercise in the 
philosophy of religion, but a “religious philosophy” (Unno 1989), might drastically qualify the 
contributions his work could make to understanding collective practices (Liederbach 2018), 
including religion itself. If anything, they might better serve as plot points on a graph of Bud-
dhist vicissitudes in modern Japan (Scharf 1995).

10. For an instructive study of these blind spots, see Sluga 1999.
11. These doubts are brought into great focus in Parkes 1998.
12. Such entrenchments need not wear their hearts on their sleeves, although they sometimes 

do (Bowers 1995). More frequently, they emerge out of hopes to avoid or renegotiate them; see 
Calichman 2014.

13. See Davis 2020 and Heisig 2004.
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Derrida, is the time to again build a new bridge between the thinking of 
Europe and thinking of Japan.”14 By “after Heidegger and Derrida,” Gabriel 
is referring to his thesis of New Realism, a philosophical stance on history 
designating “the era after so-called postmodernity.”15 Intentional or not, 
Gabriel’s proposal suggests that the postmodernist support of a prominent 
connecting route is, if not already abandoned, then in need of disassembly.16 
The bridge metaphor is ubiquitous, but it is worth recalling the work it is 
supposed to do. One place to start is with an earlier metaphor, Gadamer’s 
“fusion of horizons,” and consequent worries about the possibility of such 
fusions between different cultural and linguistic traditions. The question, 
as Michael Friedman explains, is, “In what sense, however, is the world with 
which the alien thinker is engaged open to our view?”17 How, in other words, 
do we even begin the process of horizon fusing? Some kind of orientation 
seems necessary, say, an ideal of rationality constitutive to any attempt at 
mutual understanding, an ideal on the basis of which we can charitably 
interpret the behaviors of “alien thinkers.” Yet, we will want a more robust 
understanding of this ideal, not to mention what we could mean by “alien 
thinkers,” if we are not to be merely “guided by our own sense of what is 
true and what they could reasonably believe.”18 The bridge metaphor, then, 
suggests that as we try to connect with one another we also relate to what 
underlies any such attempt.19 Accordingly, when, often implicit, claims for 
or against “modernity” are taken as a common substratum, we find ourselves 
in all manner of missed connections and consequent frustrations, which 
play out, not only as we try to find our ways across the bridge to one another, 
but even as we try to find the onramp on our own banks.20 Where “moder-

14. Asanuma 2019, 41.
15. ww 1.
16. While prominent (see Liederbach 2019), it is not the only route; for discussion see Lie-

derbach 2017. For a collection of essays on the first wave of the postmodernist reception of 
Japanese thought, see Fu and Heine 1995, and on the second wave, see Davis et al. 2011.

17. Friedman 2002, 47.
18. Lear 2008, 4.
19. Grappling with this bedbug of comparative philosophy, Thomas P. Kasulis writes, “Often 

the lack of cross-cultural agreement is not over this idea or that argument, but over something 
more holistic” (Kasulis 2002, 7).

20. Such issues come to an illuminating head in Parkes 2015.
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nity” plays a foundational role—and does so as target of both criticism and 
aspiration—it evinces less a ground of general agreement, more an expanse 
of differential problems. While the metaphor of a bridge has purchase, it 
misleads if we take our foundations to have already been set. We are still very 
much in the process of figuring out how to lay stones in the choppy waters 
that connect and divide us.

Furthermore, if modernity is a problem that connects and divides inter-
cultural exchange, then it does not make sense to restrict the problem to 
a moment of “Western” culture.21 Recently, R. I. Moore has contended 
that we are now positioned for it “to appear both necessary and possible” 
to rationally and systematically write world history,22 and C. A. Bayly has 
begun to make good on that promise by attempting to tell a story of “the 
birth of the modern world.” In the period that lies roughly between 1780 
and 1914:

the societies of the world became more uniform.… At the same time, soci-
eties became internally more complex and more stratified. Differences of 
wealth and power between societies became more glaring. This is the phe-
nomenon which people in many different societies have understood in many 
different ways as “the modern.”23

That said, could there be any unified phenomenon behind these different 
understandings? A classical response has been to point to a unique center 
of origin, to wit, western and central, perhaps Christian, Europe; however, 
Eurocentric offerings have become increasingly implausible to even those 
who believe in some kind of unity to the modern phenomenon. The new 
institutional and ideological patterns appearing across the globe, S. N. 
Eisenstadt summarizes: 

did not constitute simple continuations in the modern era of the traditions 
of their respective societies. Such patterns were distinctly modern, though 
greatly influenced by specific cultural premises, traditions, and historical 
experiences. All developed distinctly modern dynamics and modes of inter-

21. The discussion in this paragraph is indebted to Liederbach 2016.
22. Bayly 2004, xix.
23. Bayly 2004, 12.
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pretation, for which the original Western project constituted the crucial (and 
usually ambivalent) reference point.24 

That “modernity” is differentially inflected is the thrust behind the thesis 
of “multiple modernities,” which raises the question anew. As Eisenstadt rec-
ognizes: “In acknowledging a multiplicity of continually evolving moderni-
ties, one confronts the problem of just what constitutes the common core of 
modernity.”25

If Nishitani’s reception is any indication, such a common core is inher-
ently problematic. For his part, Nishitani has consistently held that this 
can be understood in terms of the historical “self-awareness of human self-
sovereignty.”26 We perhaps stand to gain a better appreciation for Nishitani’s 
ambivalent reactions to modernity, as well as our own reactions in con-
fronting his thought, if we had an account of what makes such an histori-
cal “self-awareness” so unsettling, where- and however it is achieved around 
the globe. To overextend the bridge metaphor somewhat, we could use an 
account of the waters in which we are building, an account that, presumably, 
will not make them any less choppy but could at least apprise us of what we 
are dealing with. The following study aims to contribute to such an account 
by considering how to understand the problems inherent in the “self-aware-
ness of human self-sovereignty” or freedom as the common core of moder-
nity. Specifically, I intend to develop an approach to treating modernity’s 
ontological premises.

I carry this out in three sections. The first is dedicated to a recent con-
troversy over “modern freedom” between Markus Gabriel and Robert B. 
Pippin. Both are prolific and systematic writers, which raises formidable 
challenges for any charitable evaluation of their claims. My window on 
the controversy, then, is narrowly framed by their conceptions of a priori 
freedom, the freedom attributable to human subjects, as such, apropos any-
thing that could be an object for them. Both philosophers have more robust 
conceptions of political freedom, but their differing accounts of the former 

24. Eisenstadt 2000, 2.
25. Ibid., 3.
26. nkc 1:60. “Religion, History, Culture” (1937). See also, nkc 4:442 (“The Foundation of 

Later Modern Spirit”; 1946).
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have implications for how they spell out the latter.27 To get to the problem 
of freedom as the common core of modernity, I propose, we make a start 
by considering modernity’s ontological premises, which, for these philoso-
phers, would be freedom in its a priori sense. With this purview, I refer to 
their positions as New Realist and Absolute Idealist respectively.28

The second section offers a philosophical introduction to Nishitani’s 
early venture in ontology, “The Going Beyond of What Stands Against” 
(1925; hereafter “Going Beyond”), and his argument for the “priority of the 
subject” and “validity of idealism.” Although Nishitani’s interwar writings 
have been a catalyst for controversy, and his postwar writings a fount for 
inspiration, his early work remains almost entirely unexamined.29 Nonethe-
less, they have great significance as points to connect the present renaissance 
in German Idealism to the more global reception of the substantive issues 
tackled by that tradition, including freedom and the ontological premises 
of modernity. Nishitani’s “Going Beyond,” then, has both contextualist and 
philosophical relevance: on the one hand, it shows the philosopher work-
ing through the basic problems of modern thought, decades before system-
atically treating the themes for which he is now better known, including 
“nihilism” and “emptiness”; on the other, it speaks to the issues central to 

27. I welcome Bernard Stevens’s suggestion that we “clarify what is meant by the philosophi-
cal concept of modernity” (Stevens 2011, 231), and I agree that it is possible to distinguish 
different registers in which modernity plays itself out. Yet, Pippin and Gabriel give us good rea-
sons to think that “ontological” modernity cannot be easily excised from “practical-political” 
modernity (Stevens 2011, 234). The present examination of a priori freedom is meant to bid 
pause before concluding that “ontological” modernity must be “the age in which the being of 
beings is deprived of its own essence in order to be submitted to a cognitive and objectifying 
reason” (Stevens 2011, 234).

28. Pippin and Gabriel develop their views through novel, and so not uncontroversial, read-
ings of post-Kantian philosophy. We cannot appreciate their work without also engaging that 
tradition; yet that opens a host of exegetical issues that cannot be responsibly treated in a single 
study. For the present, I invite the reader to consider the merits of these positions as a possibility 
for engaging that historical tradition. For readers familiar with that legacy, the following can 
provide a new window; for those unfamiliar, I hope to motivate engagement (see note 27). Espe-
cially to the latter reader, I mention that, despite the differences that I emphasize, Gabriel and 
Pippin are quite close relative to the overall hermeneutical landscape (see Gabriel 2019, 7).

29. For interwar controversies, see Heisig and Maraldo 1994; Harootunian 2000, 
Chp. 2; Parkes 2011. For Nishitani’s early anglophone reception, see Unno 1989. And for ex-
ceptions that prove the rule of Nishitani’s early writings, see Mori 1997 and 2013, Sugimura 
2023.
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the controversy presented in the opening section. While “Going Beyond” is 
steeped in the debates of the twenties, the introduction provided will focus 
less on the interlocutors that Nishitani explicitly addresses, instead trying to 
demonstrate the philosophical significance of his arguments for today. The 
task is to gain some appreciation for the reasons that Nishitani gives for pre-
ferring Absolute Idealism over proposals like Gabriel’s New Realism.

The third section concludes the study by addressing the link between the 
two senses of freedom, a priori freedom (modernity’s ontological premise) 
and freedom as common core (its historical “self-awareness” and realiza-
tion). I propose that Absolute Idealism could help us better understand 
“modernity” by helping us understand why the modern world is so prob-
lematic and, by the same token, why it may very well be that the Absolute 
matters as Idealism as never before.

The logic of freedom, a controversy

This section begins to spell out the New Realist and Absolute Ide-
alist conceptions of a priori freedom in the works of Gabriel and Pippin. The 
root of this controversy, as Gabriel identifies,30 is their conflicting interpre-
tations of Hegel’s “Logic.”31 While, when viewed at a high enough altitude, 
the two agree on the purposes and results of the Logic, differences emerge in 
their conceptions of how these are carried out and achieved. In the follow-
ing section, we will return to that issue, but to contextualize their proposals, 
we begin with a rough introduction to the ground held in common.

The present section has three parts. The first introduces Hegel’s Logic as 
shared by the two positions. The second turns to Gabriel’s New Realism, 
introducing this conception of a priori freedom by presenting the elements 
of the “fields of sense ontology” on which it is based. The third turns to Pip-
pin’s Absolute Idealist claim that a priori freedom comprises an absolute 
self-relation.

30. Gabriel 2019.
31. Hegel wrote (at least) two versions of his Logic, the earlier Science of Logic, known as 

the Greater Logic, and Part I of the Encyclopedia of Philosophical Science, known as the Minor 
Logic. For a judicious introduction, see Di Giovanni 2010. Although the differences between 
the two are crucial for understanding Hegel’s development and systematic aspirations, for pres-
ent purposes we can treat the two together.
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Overcoming the fear of the object in the realm of shadows
With some qualification, we can say that both New Realism and Absolute 
Idealism inherit the legacy of Descartes by attempting to get ahead of skep-
ticism before it becomes unconditional.32 Likewise, both reject the post-
Cartesian empiricist and rationalist options,33 which opens the door for 
engagement with post-Kantian philosophy. What puts the “post” in “post-
Kantian” is a dissatisfaction with Kantian restrictions on human knowing, 
a dissatisfaction voiced by Hegel in the quote that Pippin uses to begin his 
study of the Logic:

Critical philosophy did indeed already turn metaphysics into logic but, like 
the subsequent idealism, it gave to the logical determinations an essentially 
subjective significance out of fear of the object.34

To “fear” the object is to restrict the use of concepts to the sorts of things 
that could appear for our (“essentially subjective”) way of making sense, lim-
ited, as it is, by our forms of sensibility. This limitation provides a crack that 
serves as a foothold for unconditional skepticism. Hegel’s Logic, then, is to 
close this gap by showing us that we have no reason to fear the object. Con-
ceptuality is “unbounded,” to use McDowell’s well-known phrase.35

If that is the shared goal, then it is not surprising that the New Realist and 
Absolute Idealist readings arrive at a similar result. Although Hegel’s Logic 
dissolves our fear of the object, it remains, at its conclusion, a “realm of 
shadows.”36 As Gabriel puts it, “Logic is just one part of the system, namely, 
the part dealing with pure thinking.”37 Minimally stated, the Logic ensures 
that anything that can be known—including things that are not “thoughts,” 
such as nature and political institutions—is conceptually known, in the 
sense that the concepts we use to know things must respond to general con-

32. See Gabriel 2011, Chp. 1; and Pippin 1989, Chp. 5. One important qualification is that 
the skeptical method is not Cartesian, but like in Descartes, a positive value is attributed to 
ancient skeptical arguments.

33. See hrs Chp. 1; ww Chp. 1.
34. Hegel 2010, 30; cited in hrs 3.
35. See McDowell 2000, 440; Gabriel 2019, 14; and hrs 34n57.
36. This is a point that Pippin found important enough to emphasize that he made it the title 

of his study (hrs). See also Gabriel 2019, 10.
37. Gabriel 2019, 14.
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siderations about using concepts at all. Coming to terms with these general 
considerations is not the same as knowing nature or political institutions. 
The Logic only concerns such general considerations per se and is, therefore, 
the “realm of shadows.”38

The above has intentional ambiguities meant to capture some common 
ground between the two readings. In the next two parts of this section, 
then, let us consider how Hegel’s Logic comes to bear on each conception 
of a priori freedom.

New Realism and fields of sense ontology
Through the window framed by a priori freedom—the freedom that human 
beings, as such, have with respect to anything that could be an object for 
them—let us next examine the elements of Gabriel’s New Realism.

In New Realism, ontology is the systematic treatment of the “concepts we 
analyze,” a treatment, furthermore, bound by the Realist demand to “remain 
in contact with our experience of reality.”39 The relationship between human 
beings and objects is to be parsed in terms of the elements that satisfy such 
an ontology, which, according to the New Realist proposal, are “objects,” 
“senses,” and “fields of sense.” The ontology composed of these elements is 
“fields of sense ontology.”

To explore the elements of this ontology, let us begin with Gabriel’s 
entreaty that, “We live together in infinitely many fields of sense which we 
are always rendering intelligible in new ways. What more could we want?”40 
That we render intelligible the fields of sense in which we live together 
means that we have “senses” that serve as ways into reality in virtue of being 
capacities for getting things right or wrong.41 To have, say, a “sense” for art is 
to have a capacity for rendering artworks intelligible in the field of “art,” the 
field of sense in which artworks exist qua artworks (and not qua clusters of 
particles, which appear in a different field of sense). This rendering intelligi-
ble can get it wrong because the field of sense in which artworks appear has 
“meaning,” a structure on the basis of which we can judge interpretations 

38. Hegel 2010, 37.
39. ww 51.
40. ww 208.
41. ww 217.
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of artworks to be better or worse. Moreover, fields of sense are themselves 
open to interpretation. We interpret, not only artworks and art interpreta-
tions, but also what it means to interpret art at all (the meaning of its field 
of sense).

Fields of sense are what insulate knowledge against unconditional skepti-
cism. An artwork only appears in a determinate field of sense, so it is mis-
guided to claim that our engagements with art are wrong in principle. The 
very appearance of an artwork depends on prior criteria for making sense of 
it. More broadly, nothing can appear independently of “sense” and “mean-
ing,” the possibility of making better or worse sense of the thing on the basis 
of its field of sense. Since our ways into reality can only be wrong in a quali-
fied way, unconditional “skepticism is unwarranted on all fronts.”42 

New Realism defines objects in two ways. First, they “are those things 
about which we can reflect with thoughts that are apt to be true.”43 Objec-
tivity is thus defined in terms of possible discursive judgments that can be 
true or false (or better or worse). This definition establishes an a priori con-
nection to the possibility of human sense-making, and, for New Realism, 
one way to establish this a priori connection is through Hegel’s Logic.44 Yet, 
“sense” is not exhausted by the sense that humans actually make, and, there-
fore, objectivity is not exhausted by objects humans have made sense of. Art-
works are special kinds of objects, objects that only exist for human subjects, 
and these are not the only kinds of objects that exist.45

So, the second way that New Realism defines objects is in terms of “exis-
tence” or “appearing” in a field of sense. “Existence” as “appearance” has 
various modes, of which actual human sense-making is not exhaustive. Most 
generally, an object appears by setting “itself apart from other objects by vir-
tue of its properties.”46 For example, when we say that a whale is a fish, we 
have not drawn on the correct properties necessary to divide “real mereo-
logical sums.”47 We make our divisions in light of properties, which are 

42. Gabriel 2019, 9.
43. ww 53.
44. Gabriel 2019, 8.
45. ww 70.
46. ww 55.
47. ww 59.



16  |  European Journal of Japanese Philosophy 8 • 2023

themselves objects, since we can reflect on them and make judgments about 
them. Both fish and whales have oxygen extracting organs, but, through 
proper analysis and sufficient experience with these objects, we can distin-
guish the whale’s oxygen extractors as lungs and the fish’s as gills. Gabriel’s 
Realist point, however, is that whatever mereological sum we happen to put 
whales into, and whether or not we put them into a mereological sum at all, 
whales exist.

Let us next examine how these ontological elements form the basis for the 
New Realist conception of a priori freedom. On this conception, “the point 
of human freedom lies in our capacity to move forwards and backwards.”48 
More generally, a priori freedom is the capacity to go beyond any sense that 
has been made or any sense capacity that we have attributed to ourselves. By 
way of summary, Gabriel writes, “We may also come to see that everything 
can be otherwise than the way it appears to us, simply because everything 
that exists appears simultaneously in infinitely many fields of sense. Nothing 
is simply the way that we perceive it to be but, rather, is infinitely more—
a comforting thought.”49 Our actual experience of reality can be infinitely 
otherwise, because existence is not coextensive with our actual experience 
of reality.

In New Realism, the rejection of this coextension is achieved through the 
argument that the world does not exist. First, the world is defined as the 
field of sense in which all fields of sense appear. To exist is to appear in a field 
of sense. If the world exists, then it must exist in a field of sense. Accordingly, 
the world either exists in itself (which violates the law of non-contradiction), 
or the world is not the world, because it exists in a more comprehensive field 
(which violates the law of identity). Therefore, the world does not exist.50

From this conclusion, we can derive the basis for a priori freedom. If our 
actual experience of reality were coextensive with existence, then our actual 
experience of reality would be the field of sense in which all fields of sense 
appear. Since that is what the world would be, our actual experience of real-

48. ww 167. Schelling, in his Freiheitsschrift, famously states that “the real and vital concept 
is that freedom is the capacity for good and evil” (Schelling 2006, 23). Gabriel’s Schellingian 
way of putting the “point of human freedom” is no accident (see Gabriel 2011, Chp. 2; and 
Gabriel 2020). On the broader significance of this reference, see note 60.

49. ww 219.
50. See ww Chp. 3.
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ity would be the world. Yet, because the world does not exist, our actual 
experience of reality cannot be the world. Therefore, existence is not coex-
tensive with our actual experience of reality. Furthermore, since there is no 
field of sense in which all fields of sense appear, fields of sense are, in prin-
ciple, infinite. Therefore, our actual experience of reality can be infinitely 
otherwise. And since our actual experience of reality is in virtue of the triad 
relationship between sense, object, and fields of sense, we can, in principle 
(which is to say, a priori), go beyond any sense that has actually been made 
or any sense capacity that we have attributed to ourselves.

How to actualize this freedom is another story, but the above suffices as 
an account of a priori freedom. Human subjects have the infinite capacity to 
relate otherwise to any object.

Absolute Idealism and pure thinking
For Gabriel, the fruits of the Logic should be limited to securing New Real-
ist systematic ontology. If we are to refer to the result as “absolute,” then it 
is so only in virtue of its a priori guarantee of the relationship between any 
possible object and possible truth-apt judgments. In the Absolute Ideal-
ist reading, by contrast, this might capture the negative significance of the 
absolute (what we know is not merely relative to our ways of knowing), but 
a positive significance is to be found in a species of self-relating: the absolute 
self-relating that is the Absolute Idealist conception of a priori freedom.51

This self-relation is a species of the genus life, of which there are three rel-
evant moments. First is organic inner purposiveness.52 An eye is an eye when 
it is alive and actualizing its inner purpose of seeing. That the eye has an 
inner purpose does not mean that the eye intends to see.53 Rather, to say that 
the eye has inner purposiveness is to say that it is related to itself (its own 
purpose) in its work or actualization. Second, the relation between inner 
purposiveness and outer actualization is evaluative, that is, based on “onto-
logical truth.”54 When we say that one has poor sight, this is because one’s 

51. For Pippin, the Logic also plays a role for the more robust, political conception of freedom 
(cf. hrs 20–30). Although this point is indispensable for spelling out this conception of free-
dom, due to space, and at the expense of some distortion, I do not explicitly attend to it here.

52. hrs 275.
53. hrs 259–60.
54. hrs 95–6, 254, 277.
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eyes do not live up to their potential (the eye is not being a “true” eye). The 
third moment, then, clarifies why poorly seeing eyes do not fail to be eyes 
altogether. Finite living things reproduce themselves through their work in 
accord with their inner purposiveness. Insofar as they reproductively sustain 
themselves—the unity between their whole and their parts that is necessary 
to actualize what they are—they are alive.55 Any eye, however near it is to 
perfection or however close it is to death, is, in this sense, “both identical 
with itself, is what it is, and not identical with itself, is not what it is, …it 
exists in a kind of contradiction.”56 To exist in this self-contradiction is for 
the eye to reproduce its own identity through its work.

Most forms of life are conditioned by things that are not that form of life. 
As a fish tries to actualize what is good for a fish life, it might be eaten by 
a predator. To be a finite living thing (and this includes individual human 
beings) is to be susceptible to falling short of one’s potential because of such 
contingency. Yet, the specific difference, so to speak, of absolute self-relating 
is that this species of life only falls short of its potential on its own terms. 
That absolute self-relation is thinking, and, insofar as it is absolute, its truth 
is, not only “ontological,” but “speculative.”57

In Absolute Idealism, if we are at all to get a handle on the point of mod-
ern freedom, we need to take a cue from, and ultimately solve, the Kantian 
puzzle that:

The will is thus not merely subject to the law but is subject to the law in 
such a way that it must be regarded also as legislating for itself and only on 
this account as being subject to the law (of which it can regard itself as the 
author).58

Hegel’s Logic is read as an attempt to crack this riddle at the highest level 
of generality—to, in other words, determine speculative truth by show-
ing what is entailed by “the pure self-determination of thought by thought 
(which is thereby autonomous, wholly self-determining).”59 The logical 
freedom in the self-determining activity worked out in Hegel’s Logic is a 

55. hrs 294–5, 301.
56. hrs 96.
57. hrs 50, n. 27.
58. Cited in Pippin 2008, 70. See Kant 1999, 81.
59. hrs 19.
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necessary condition for the possibility of autonomy in any sense-making, be 
it in sensuous perception, discursive judgment, or political praxis, because 
all sense-making is, in its own way, a thinking sense-making. If sense-making 
cannot make sense of itself, then sense-making per se would lack an actualiz-
able inner purposiveness, a potential it could live up to, and an identity sus-
tainable over time. Which is to say, the lives of human subjects would not be 
sense-making lives, but lives at the mercy of “sense” in the same way that fish 
are at the mercy of their predators.60

Unlike the ontological truth within the work of finite lives, the specula-
tive truth of thinking lies in that it is not conditioned as thinking by any-
thing that is not thinking. Still, the activity of thinking, just like other living 
activities, has an inner purposiveness whose actualization is not exhausted 
by any external purposes. As a matter of historical fact, Hegel, the finite 
human being, suddenly died before completing his intended revisions to the 
Logic.61 Yet, while the contingent circumstances of his death conditioned 
his individual intentions, they were not conditions on thinking per se.

Still, insofar as even pure thinking is an actualization of self-determining 
autonomy, it is practical in a qualified sense. Fish live with their contradic-
tions by staying alive, sustaining themselves between perfection and death. 
Pure thinking lives with its contradictions by attributing to them practi-
cal necessity. When a finite thought about something fails to be about that 
something, the thought contradicts itself. This is the same kind of practical 
contradiction evinced, at a more complex level, when a self-avowed anti-
capitalist takes his bmw to his villa to change out of his Brioni suit.62 A con-
tradiction lies between what he thinks about himself in his spoken avowals 
and in his deeds. In the case of finite practical life, we might recognize this 

60. This sets the stage for Pippin’s dissatisfaction with Heidegger, for if “to think histori-
cally” refers to the sheer contingency of Ereignis, then the living baby of sense is thrown out 
with the cold bathwater of onto-theology. For an entry into these issues, see Pippin’s reading 
of Heidegger’s reading of Schelling (Pippin 1997, Chp. 16). Although somewhat sweeping, one 
way to understand the dispute between the New Realist and Absolute Idealist conceptions of 
a priori freedom is as over how to respond to Heidegger. I thank Hans Peter Liederbach for 
discussion on this issue.

61. See Di Giovanni 2010, xiii-xiv.
62. Pippin 2008, 80.
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contradiction by recognizing it as a reason for changing how we think about 
ourselves, in either speech or deed.

Pure thinking does this by changing what it thinks it is purely about, 
reproducing itself by determining its own possibilities. Put very roughly, 
Logic is pure thinking recognizing its failures to think what it thinks it is 
purely about (its object) and thereby producing a “pure self-determination.” 
As it changes what it thinks it is purely about, pure thinking finally does, so 
the Absolute Idealist story goes, think what it thinks it is purely about. What 
pure thinking is about is thinking, the productive life of thought.63 Yet, this 
does not mean that thinking is only ever about thinking (or “thoughts”). As 
Pippin puts the general point,

Thinking is its own “object” only in the sense of what pure thinking is 
about—the activity of thinking necessary for it to be thinking, and necessary 
for it to be a thinking of (in the sense of knowing) objects.64

To summarize how the three moments of life are inflected in pure think-
ing: first, thinking is alive when actualizing its inner purpose of thinking of 
objects; but, second, the speculative truth of thinking of objects is the self-
determination of what is necessary to think about objects; and, third, since 
self-determination is absolute, any condition on thought is one that thought 
itself has produced.

Which brings us to the Absolute Idealist claim:

thinking considered purely is a productive power, and nothing can check 
or constrain its productions other than itself.… Anything of any kind that 
might count as a constraint is so only if taken by pure thinking to constrain 
it.65

 On the Absolute Idealist account of a priori freedom, human subjects as 
such are, in their relation to anything that could be an object for them, con-
strained only by what they take to be a constraint.

63. hrs 191, 200.
64. hrs 10.
65. hrs 201.
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Nishitani on objectivity

We now turn to Nishitani’s early essay, “The Going Beyond of 
What Stands Against” (the title is more easily rendered in German, for 
instance, as Die Transzendenz, or Überschreitung, des Gegenstands). This sec-
tion has two parts. The first engages the early Nishitani’s reception of post-
Kantian philosophy in order to diagnose a contradiction in the New Realist 
approach. The second presents some of Nishitani’s philosophical landmarks, 
which offer a way to recontextualize fields of sense ontology. My contextual-
ist claim is that, at least in 1925, Nishitani gave Logic a central place in estab-
lishing the “validity of idealism.” Through engagement with the New Realist 
standpoint, I will try to motivate Nishitani’s thesis philosophically.

Losing oneself in infinity
Nishitani’s issue here is the relationship that we have to what stands against 
us (the Gegenstand) by apparently going beyond us (its putative Übersch-
reitung). His aim is the “true object” (Objekt), that is, the meaning of objec-
tivity. Nishitani’s investigation is thereby ontological and tries to clarify the 
sorts of issues addressed by New Realism. To defend my contextualist and 
philosophical claims, I develop two points in Nishitani’s critique of Fichte 
by motivating it in light of fields of sense ontology.

The first point concerns what Nishitani means by saying that, on his read-
ing of Fichte, there remains a “gap” between “finite” “real development” (our 
knowledge of the object) and “infinite” “ideal development” (the object’s 
objectivity).66 Recall that in fields of sense ontology, existence is not coex-
tensive with our actual experience of reality. While existence has an a pri-
ori connection to our possible experience of reality (we can come to know 
anything that is), existence has no a priori connection to our actual experi-
ence of reality (there is more than we could ever know). Since an object is a 
mereological sum of properties, we never know the sum of the object (see 
ww 55). But if we do not know the sum of the object, then it seems that 
we do not know whether our actual divisions correspond with real mereo-
logical sums. New Realism counters the encroaching skepticism by appeal to 
fields of sense, for it is only in terms of them that we can be right or wrong. 

66. nkc 2: 101.
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Still, if the object is more than we know it to be, then our judgments about 
the object are only about the object insofar as we know it presently and not 
as it exists. Actual knowledge of the object seems to be but knowledge of the 
way that the object exists for human beings at the present moment in the 
infinite development of knowing. This is an example of what Nishitani calls 
“finite infinity,”67 “finite” because of the gap between our present knowledge 
of the object and the way that the object exists, and “infinite” because the 
gap remains throughout the infinite development of our present knowledge.

The second point concerns Nishitani’s claim that Fichte tries to address 
this gap by appeal to an “end” wherein “the whole is partially contained,” 
and yet this strategy leads to a contradiction when we consider how knowl-
edge changes.68 New Realism introduces such an “end” by appealing to rigid 
designators.69 Say we have rigidly designated a thing with the name “whale.” 
Knowing what a whale is becomes the end of our knowing, and the “logical 
identity”70 of “whale” establishes it as a whole, however partial our present 
knowledge. As our experiences with whales are increasing and as these expe-
riences are being reflectively organized, our knowledge of whales is getting 
better. Yet, since we change our sense of the object infinitely as we try to know 
the object, our changing knowledge of the object is a knowledge approach-
ing zero. So, referencing Plato’s Parmenides, Nishitani makes the point that, 
just as the “unity” is getting older than itself as it is getting younger than 
itself, our knowledge is getting better than itself as it gets worse than itself.71

This, in fact, is conceded in New Realism as the always present danger 
of losing oneself in infinity.72 For Nishitani, Fichte provides an insight that 
could help us avoid this danger, one that establishes a link between Kant’s 
and Hegel’s Logics. We will examine that link in the next subsection. For 
the moment, let us motivate his move by considering a logical problem that 
New Realism now faces: Where does the “logical identity” of the rigidly 
designated object come from? On the New Realist reading of Hegel’s Logic, 

67. nkc 2: 101.
68. nkc 2: 102
69. ww 112–13
70. ww 114
71. nkc 2: 102–3
72. ww 173.
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dissolving our fear of the object means that we can define objects as “those 
things about which we can reflect with thoughts that are apt to be true,” 
which means that we can use concepts and are licensed to draw on consid-
erations of their use. This would include the law of identity, the application 
of which enables rigid designation. Recall that this law was crucial for the a 
priori argument that the world does not exist. Yet, if every object is identical 
with itself, then the world does exist as the comprehensive field of self-iden-
tity. At the same time, if the world exists, then it must exist within a field of 
sense, which violates the law of identity. If objects exist, then we violate this 
law. Therefore, for the same reason that the world does not exist, neither 
would objects.

Finding oneself in the realm of shadows
Gabriel writes, “When we come upon a claim that cannot be brought into 
accord with any of our experiences in any way, we must have committed 
a mistake, for we want to explain what it means for something to exist.”73 
Nishitani indicates some landmarks that help us see where we might have 
started to lose ourselves and where we need to go. Let us call it the Kant-
to-Hegel-via-Fichte route. Recall our first New Realist step: ontology is the 
systematic treatment of concepts that remains in contact with our experi-
ence of reality (§1.2). Nishitani states this as follows: “A true system is true 
not only in virtue of the systematic interrelation between concepts…, but 
because, at the same time, …it can always be applied to the real world.”74 This 
is a way to understand the gist of Kant’s Transcendental Logic, the Logic 
that deals with concepts “solely in so far as they relate a priori to objects,” 
objects, that is, of possible experience.75 Still, while New Realism is willing 
to define objects in terms of possible experience (things about which we can 
reflect with thoughts that are apt to be true), Nishitani is not:

Kant’s supreme principle, that “the conditions for the possibility of experi-
ence” are “the conditions for the possibility of the objects of [of what stands 
against] experience” is the landmark of his monumental achievement. Still, 

73. ww 51
74. nkc 2: 120.
75. Tiles 2004, 102. On the connection between Nishitani’s “true system” claim and Kant’s 

Transcendental Logic, compare nkc 2: 120 with Kant 1998, 254; B147.
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is it not possible to say that its shortcomings are also manifest? On the one 
hand, this expresses the imperishability of Kant’s transcendental idealism, 
which lets the I into the ground of what stands against; on the other hand, it 
remains only related to possibility.76

This commitment has implications for how Nishitani addresses the law 
of identity problem encountered above, as well as how we could situate New 
Realism vis-à-vis Kant’s Transcendental Logic, the achievement that “lets 
the I into the ground of what stands against.” The above passage states the 
conclusion, we are supposed to reach after walking the Kant-to-Hegel-via-
Fichte route. Here is how Nishitani sketches the landmarks:

As Fichte says, A=A is Ich=Ich. A is comprised by the self-identity of A=A. 
Yet, A=A is not A’s doing. A cannot work; it cannot return to itself. That is 
the work of the I. A returns to itself by riding, so to speak, on the I’s work. 
Thus, even the oneness of A is comprised on the basis of the oneness of the 
I.… The I reaches the empirical world from [NB:] the a priori world of shad-
ows. It goes out into the actual world from the possible world (the a priori 
world of the “conditions for the possibility of experience”).77

For Nishitani, both Kant’s and Hegel’s Logics treat the “a priori world 
of shadows.” Fichte’s intervention is to remind us that what we encounter 
in the world of shadows, what Nishitani calls “pure apperception” (not in 
the Kantian sense, but as inflected through Fichte and, eventually, Hegel) is 
the I itself, so “the I in pure apperception is the philosophized I.”78 Hegel is 
thus read in continuity with Kant’s “monumental achievement,” and bring-
ing these points together, Nishitani says, “Cognition,” namely, knowledge of 
objects, “is comprised by entering into what stands against [Kant’s contribu-
tion], by finding oneself in the world of shadows [Hegel’s contribution].”79 
By finding oneself in the world of shadows (establishing Ich=Ich), the law of 
identity enters into the “ground” of what stands against, into objectivity as 
such. So, as Fichte suggests, A returns to itself (A=A) by riding on the I’s work.

But even if we discern the landmarks along the Kant-to-Hegel-via-
Fichte route, how do we avoid the contradiction involved in the existence 

76. nkc 2: 111.
77. nkc 2: 111.
78. nkc 2: 120.
79. nkc 2: 115.
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of self-identical objects? Nishitani here offers a foothold necessary for our 
traversal. In New Realism, everything that exists are objects. Concepts 
are “entities”80 and so too the “senses” that serve as our ways into reality. 
Granting that “senses” are objects when they are in a field of sense, what 
are “senses” when they sensing? To answer such a question, Nishitani dis-
tinguishes between “static” and “dynamic Ideas.” When we justify ourselves 
through explicit inferences, an analyzable argument with analyzable parts 
seems to appear like any other object (the “static Ideas”). Yet, actual think-
ing requires the unification of these parts as moments of a whole, and, taken 
dynamically, neither the whole nor its parts are simply objects but “acts.” 
Nishitani explains that a dynamic Idea is “the power to unify the moments 
that appear in its own division.”81 Going further, such acts are only intelli-
gible in terms of the “act of acts,” that by which “all lived experiences become 
a single stream.”82 This act of acts, as what unifies experience, is what allows 
reflection on acts as objects in the first place and, with respect to the object, 
“clearly indicates the priority of the subject and testifies to the validity of 
idealism.”83

Nishitani closes his essay with a play on Hegel and Nietzsche.84 The 
Hegelian motifs bookending his conclusion serve to respond (avant la lettre, 
as it were) to the New Realist contradiction, but the Nietzschean twist sug-
gests that we now find ourselves in a new realm of problems.

When the subject, by enfolding all, in turn, lets all go, when the subject 
becomes immediate and transparent, the true object [Objekt] emerges. 
When the I breaks through the bounds of the I within the inner reaches of 
the I, when the I “jumps over its own shadow” and forgets even itself, the 
brightly shining world of actuality appears.85

We can agree that the world does not exist in a field of sense. Neverthe-
less, ontological unity—objectivity as such, and not the ontic aggregate of 

80. Gabriel 2019, 16.
81. nkc 2: 117.
82. nkc 2: 119.
83. nkc 2: 121.
84. Eckhart is there too; cf. nkc 2: 101.
85. nkc 2: 122. Nishitani’s citation is Thus Spoke Zarathustra, “On the Sublime Ones” 

(Nietzsche 2006, 91).
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everything that is the case—is enfolded by “the work of the I.” Accepting the 
“priority of the subject” and the “validity of idealism” through the Kant-to-
Hegel-via-Fichte route indicates a way for the world to “appear” or “shine” 
(erscheinen), even if it does not, strictly speaking, “exist.” What, then, are we 
to make of this world?

The world that connects and divides

To conclude this study, I bring Nishitani back to the modernity 
problem. To do so, we will first need to clarify how Nishitani was thinking 
about the relationship between the realm of shadows and the actual world. 
The upshot, I contend, is that this relationship links modernity’s ontological 
premise (a priori freedom) with the common core that is inflected in histori-
cal actuality. This link, in turn, seems to entail something like Pippin’s Abso-
lute Idealism and the absolute self-relation that both the early Nishitani and 
Pippin call “apperception.”

Nishitani characterizes the results of the realm of shadows as follows:

The universal of universals (the standpoint of philosophical thinking) can be 
thought of as the reflective side of the act of acts. The I in pure apperception 
is the philosophized I; all the same, it is the I that faces what stands against. 
Only when the I takes one step outside and returns to itself does the I make 
contact with actual reality, and the departure point for philosophy is given; 
along with this and on the other side, the I becomes completely free, and phi-
losophizing becomes possible.86

Finding oneself in the realm of shadows entails “jumping over” this 
shadow and returning to oneself outside of that realm. The issue, then, is 
how the I relates to these two realms. The “act of acts” relates to itself (on its 
“reflective side”) and, “all the same,” faces what is not itself, the not-I.87 As 
two “sides” of the same “act,” these should not be taken serially, even if find-
ing oneself in the realm of shadows (the “reflective side”) establishes with 
logical priority that these are two sides, that “pure apperception” is always 
related to what stands against as that which “lets the I into the grounds” 
of the latter. But this raises the next set of complications, for how is the I 

86. nkc 2: 122.
87. nkc 2: 121.
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related to itself as it relates to the not-I, and why is this characterized as a 
“jump over” meant to “return to” oneself ?

Consider Nishitani’s remark that “the departure point for philosophy” is 
“given,” and that “the other side” of this is complete freedom. On the Abso-
lute Idealist account, human subjects as such are constrained only by what 
they take to be a constraint, a “taking” that Pippin calls “apperception.” A 
priori freedom, then, is the exercise of apperceptive taking in relation to any 
object. In the interpreter’s good luck, Nishitani speaks to precisely this issue. 
After claiming that the act of acts (“apperception”) “clearly indicates the pri-
ority of the subject and testifies to the validity of idealism,” Nishitani con-
tinues: “The not-I is nothing.”88 He then picks up this “nothing” in an article 
from the following year, “Kant’s Aesthetic Ideas” (1926), where he writes, 
“Without ‘that which is to us nothing,’ there would be no actual experience 
in which what stands against opposes us, and, therefore, philosophy itself, 
as the reflection on this, would be impossible.”89 On the Absolute Idealist 
account, what stands against both is “nothing” and “opposes us” because we 
take it to stand against (“constrain”) us. Nishitani appears to concur: “The 
I for which the ‘immediately given’ is immediate and the I that takes this as 
given are different standpoints but the same I.”90 Indeed, he refers to this 
compound as a kind of “apperception.”91 For Nishitani and Pippin, human 
subjects are apperceptive all the way down. The “given” is “nothing” because, 
for it to be given at all, it must be apperceptively taken by a subject.92

Finding oneself in the realm of shadows, one knows this, but that is only 
the beginning of a new problem. As Nishitani puts it: “the Idea”—namely, 
the absolute self-relation of apperception—“is no longer bound to progress 
toward some end… but can freely unfold a development of its own…. Where 
vertical continuity [pure apperception] terminates, horizontal continuity 
[apperceiving the actual world] opens out.”93 While such a free, all-enfold-
ing-self-unfolding movement has had a long history of being understood 

88. nkc 2: 121.
89. nkc 2: 143.
90. nkc 2: 147.
91. nkc 2: 145.
92. Ibid.
93. nkc 2: 120–1; emphasis added.



28  |  European Journal of Japanese Philosophy 8 • 2023

as itself an object, Nishitani and Pippin provide language to begin taking 
it in a practical (and ultimately socio-historical) direction. This account, I 
am proposing, could help us begin concretely engaging with the problems 
inherent in the “self-awareness of human self-sovereignty” or freedom as the 
common core of the modern phenomenon.

Above, we have seen that in order to make sense of how we make sense, 
whatever our cultural background, we will need a Logical account of 
“sense” that does not reduce it to an “object” or “entity” (§2.2). By exten-
sion, to make sense of how we moderns make sense of “the modern,” or 
what it is to actually be “free” in the modern world, we will first need to 
make some Logical sense of ourselves, call it “pure apperception” or “pure 
thinking.” In other words, logically prior to the Realist demand that we 
“remain in contact with our experience of reality” is the Idealist demand 
that we remain in contact with ourselves. If so, then the ontological prem-
ise of modernity, or a priori freedom, might be better understood as the 
“Idea” of Absolute Idealism, that human subjects are “given” only what they 
“take.” With a Logical account of this Idea, we can start to grapple with 
the still very obscure suggestion that, historically speaking, the Idea is “not 
bound to progress toward some end,”94 can be, in this sense, “endless,”95 or, 
as Gabriel contends, endlessly otherwise. Finding ourselves in the realm of 
shadows might secure self-awareness of a priori freedom, but the freedom at 
the heart of the modern world, the freedom in which this self-awareness is 
historically realized, has neither its actuality guaranteed, nor its possibili-
ties predefined. Logic is no historical assurance; likewise, however much 
western institutions are taken as reference points, they are always (a priori) 
taken as reference points and never simply given as fixed molds. “The mod-
ern,” actual freedom, itself develops as we freely (in the logical sense) “take” 
a “leap” and determine ourselves toward, and seek to return to ourselves in, 
our own socio-historical “premises” or “givens.” Still, if we, as interlocutors 
in philosophical exchange, can find each other, if at first only in the realm 
of shadows, then perhaps we can avoid losing ourselves in the Unendlich, 
the choppy waters of the modern world that divide us, and by dividing us, 
have proven to connect us.

94. nkc 2: 120.
95. Pippin 1999, Chp. 7.
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