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NAKAE CHOMIN AND BUDDHISM

RECONSIDERING THE CONTROVERSY BETWEEN NAKAE CHOMIN 
AND INOUE ENRYO
0

Eddy DUFOURMONT

In intellectual history, the Meiji period is considered to be the period of formation of  

Japanese philosophy, through the acquisition of its European counterpart. INOUE Enryō 

井上円了  (1858–1919) and NAKAE Chōmin 中江兆民  (1847–1901) are viewed as main 

thinkers of this period, but they can be situated at opposite poles. Enryō paid a great  

deal of attention to religion, particularly Buddhism. He contributed personally to the 

formation of philosophy as an academic discipline and to the Association for Philo-

sophy 哲学学会. By contrast, Chōmin had no links with the academic world of Japanese 

philosophy and even declared in One Year and a Half『一年有半』that "in Japan philo-

sophy does not exist."1 His philosophy was atheistic and materialistic, whereas Enryō 

wrote an essay specifically targeting materialism (Destroying Materialism『破唯物論』, 

0 Eddy  DUFOURMONT, Associate  Professor  of  Japanese  Intellectual  History,  Bordeaux  3  University 
(France).  The  original  paper  was  given  in  Japanese  at  the  workshop  Inoue  Enryo  et  son  temps 
organized by the International Association for Inoue Enryo Research (IAIR) in France at the Centre  
Européen d'Études Japonaises d'Alsace (CEEJA) in 2012. Revised and translated into English by the 
author.

1 NAKAE Chōmin 中江兆民.『一年有半』[One year and a half], in『中江兆民全集』[Complete works of Nakae 
Chōmin] (cited as NCZ) (Tokyo: 岩波支店, 1983) 10: 155.
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1898). On political matters, the men were also opposed to one another: Chōmin took 

part in the Freedom and People's Rights Movement  自由民権運動 ,  whereas Enryō 

adhered to government policy. Thus, it is clear that they stood in opposite camps. Do 

they not therefore provide an opportunity to consider the place of religion in the mod-

ern period, which was dominated by the influence of the theory of evolution? The posi-

tion of Buddhism in particular may be analyzed on this basis, but it may also be a  

chance to understand the formation of Japanese philosophy.  In this article, I want to 

examine Chōmin's relationship to Buddhism as necessary step to discuss, in the final  

chapter, consequences regarding the philosophical controversies between Chōmin and 

INOUE Enryō.

1. Questioning the Place of Buddhism in Nakae Chomin 

We should observe that Buddhism in Chōmin's thought has never been seriously ana-

lyzed. Two points are relevant here. First, the place of Buddhism in Chōmin's thought 

itself. In past research, following the statement of KŌTOKU Shūsui 幸徳秋水, who wrote 

that "Master Chōmin enjoyed all his life Zen and contacts with monks, and he searched 

widely Buddhist classics,"2 OJIMA Sekima 小島祐馬 has shown that the writing style of 

Chōmin was deeply influenced by the Historical Records『史記』, the Zhuāngzǐ『荘子』, 

and the Zen classic Blue Cliff Record『碧巌録』. He was the first scholar to mention the 

presence of Buddhism in Chōmin's works.3 KAMIYAMA Shunpei 上山春平 suggested that 

Chōmin grew up in society with a strong atheist tendency because of Buddhist influ-

ence, especially the influence of Zen,4 but he did not take this suggestion any further. 

FUKUNAGA Mitsuji  福永光司  did,  however,  and discussed Zen in Chōmin's  works, 

although he focused mainly on the links between Zen and Buddhism to conclude that 

both inspired Chōmin's emphasis on nature.5 Second,  Kamiyama Shunpei wrote that 

the role of Buddhism should be emphasized to understand the materialism of Chōmin, 

without focusing too much on French materialism's influence.  He did not take this  

statement further, however, and he did not envisage that Chōmin might have developed 

his conception of Buddhism  through French thought. This is why we would like to 

investigate as deeply as possible the place of Buddhism in Chōmin's thought. 

2 KŌTOKU Shūsui 幸徳秋水.『兆民先生』[Master Chōmin] (Tokyo: 岩波文庫, 1960): 30.
3 OJIMA Sekima 小島祐馬.『中江兆民』[Nakae Chōmin] (Tokyo: 弘文堂, 1949): 25.
4 KAMIYAMA Shunpei 上山春平.「兆民の哲学思想」[The philosophical thought of Chōmin], in『中江兆民の研究』

[Research on Nakae Chōmin], ed. by KUWABARA Takeo 桑原武夫 (Tokyo : 岩波書店, 1966): 39.
5 FUKUNAGA Mitsuji 福永光司.「中江兆民と『荘子』と禅」[Nakae Chōmin, Zhuāngzǐ and zen], in NCZ 2: 1–6.
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We showed in an earlier article that Chōmin did not become a materialist in his 

later years but had been a materialist all his life, and we also showed that, to build his 

own materialism,  Chōmin  deliberately chose  what  he  wanted  from among  French 

thinkers (Rousseau included).6 Chōmin displayed the same attitude toward Buddhism. 

On the one hand, he was critical of Buddhism. For example, in his Sequel to One Year 

and a Half 『続一年有半』, he wrote: "I present without hesitation a purely materialist the-

ory, without Buddha, God and without spirit" (NCZ 10:235).  "Shakyamuni and Jesus 

might have been dead a long time ago, the dust of the horse is eternal like the world"  

(NCZ 10:242). On the other hand, Chōmin was not just critical of Buddhism. Indeed, 

he evoked Gautama as a sage, along with Confucius and Socrates.7 In his  Sequel to 

One Year and a Half, Chōmin adds:

Shakyamuni and Laozi blew up during their youth the illusions of human 
minds, and to enrich their own theories, bring back all the universe and 
things to absolute nothingness, talking about 'impermanence of all things'8 
or 'all things are one and cannot be divided',9 affirming there is only mind. 
All these ideas were of course expedient. (NCZ 10:275)10

It is well known that, besides Mencius, Chōmin was deeply influenced by Taoism, but  

if we look closely at the sentence in the previous paragraph from the  Sequel to  One 

Year and a Half, we can see that he gave importance to Buddhism as well as Taoism. 

Moreover, in the same book, it is very interesting that Chōmin considered Buddhism, 

Taoism, and Confucianism to be superior to Christianity in terms of moral efficiency. 

(ibid.) In the article "On Freedom of Thought"「心思ノ自由」, where Chōmin discussed 

the notion of liberté morale, he made reference to Buddhism. He wrote,

When Shakyamuni  said,  'solely for  this  one reason,  which is  true,  the 
other two are not the truth,'11 it was no different from Confucius saying, 
'My Way proceeds from a thought that links the whole,'12 and Shakyamuni 

6 Eddy DUFOURMONT. "Nakae Chōmin a-t-il pu être à la fois un adepte de Rousseau et un matérialiste  
athée? Une tentative de resituer sa philosophie à la lumière de ses sources françaises et du Citoyen de 
Genève," Ebisu 45 (2011): 5–25.

7 For example,「古今亜細亜地方の癖として」[A habit of Asia, yesterday and today], NCZ 14:226.「決闘」

[Fight], NCZ 11:269. 『一年有半』, in NCZ 10: 161.
8 Lotus sūtra, chapter two "expedient means." The expression appears in other texts by Chōmin (see 

note 13). As the citation shows, the word "expedient" 方便 itself is used in the same paragraph.
9 The word appears in Nirvana sūtra 涅槃経 (Jp. Nehan gyō) and Lotus sūtra.
10 All translations are from the author. 
11 See note 7.
12 Analects, IV 15.
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said that the human spirit must be free. (NCZ 14:14)

In fact, Chōmin might have considered Buddhism as a step toward atheism in the his-

tory of mankind.  In  One Year and a Half,  after  writing "there is no philosophy in 

Japan," Chōmin added, "even if sometimes someone among Buddhist monks proposed 

new theories and built a new school, all of this was limited to the domain of religion, 

and it was not properly speaking philosophy" (NCZ 10:155). Of course, this statement  

can be interpreted in a negative way (i.e., Buddhism is not philosophy), but also in a  

positive way (i.e., Buddhism was a step toward a proper philosophy).

2. Buddhism as Atheism: Alfred Fouillée and Nakae Chomin

We cannot ignore here the role of French thought because Chōmin built his interpreta-

tion of Buddhism using both Chinese classics and works in French. Alfred FOUILLÉE, 

whose  Histoire de la philosophie  (1875) Chōmin translated into Japanese as  Rigaku 

enkakushi『理学沿革史』 in 1883, deals with Buddhism in this book. First,  Fouillée 

described Buddhism as an "Indian philosophy" and categorized it as an "archaic philo-

sophy" with Egyptian, Chinese, and Jewish thought (with no mention of Islam) (NCZ 

4:47).  Thus,  like  most  19th-century  orientalists,  Fouillée treated  all  non-European 

philosophies as a primitive version of philosophy, not real philosophy. 

We can hardly think that Chōmin, who deeply respected Mencius and Zhuāngzǐ, 

accepted  such  a  statement,  but  there  are  other  sentences  that  might  have  attracted 

Chōmin:  Fouillée wrote  that  Gautama  formulated  a  system of  thought  with  many 

democratic aspects and that was very close to atheism and materialism. For example, 

according to him, Gautama said that, "Everyone is equal, without distinction between 

the noble and the vulgar […] all the men are like brothers" (NCZ 4:50). For these reas -

ons, Fouillée was very positive about Buddhism, and Chōmin was certainly impressed 

by that. In the same book,  Fouillée introduced Mencius and characterized him as an 

anti-tyrannical thinker (NCZ 4:96). As in the case of Buddhism, thanks to  Fouillée, 

Chōmin may have got the idea that democratic ideas can be found in Chinese thought.

Fouillée presented Shakyamuni as an "erudite" who "left Brahmanism to elaborate 

by himself ideas through calm observation and profound reflection," and Kapila as a  

"materialist philosopher of the Vedic period." The thought of Kapila was defined as  

"sensualist" and Kapila himself as having "centered his thought on the five senses, and 

[...] arrived finally at the inexistence of God" (NCZ 4:67). Fouillée defined the ideas of 

Shakyamuni as belonging to the schools of logic and skepticism, and he sketched a  
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portrait of Shakyamuni as an opponent of religions and a promoter of morals above 

religions (NCZ 4:70–73). This too may well have interested Chōmin.

It  is  interesting  to  notice  that,  by comparing  the  original  text  of  Fouillée and 

Chōmin's translation, Chōmin made some changes: where  Fouillée wrote, "Kapila is 

the author of a system that seems to lead to the denial of God." 13 Chōmin transformed 

the  supposition  as  a  certitude.  Thus,  in  Rigaku  enkakushi, the  thought  of  Kapila 

appeared to be wholly atheistic and materialist. Of course, Indian philosophy cannot be 

restricted to Kapila's thought, but we can imagine that Fouillée had some aim in mind 

when introducing Kapila, and Chōmin's aim of presenting such an interpretation of 

Kapila was one of the reasons behind his translation of Fouillée's book. 

In the following paragraph, another loose translation can be found. After citing the 

Bhagavadgītā, Fouillée wrote, "The senses are strong but the soul is stronger than the 

five senses, intelligence is stronger than the soul, and above intelligence is Being [Fr. 

Etre]."14 Instead  of  "Etre"  Chōmin  used  the  word  "God."  Thus,  readers  of  Rigaku 

enkakushi  are  presented  with  a  clearly atheistic  interpretation  of  Fouillée,  and  the 

Bhagavadgītā is presented in such a way as to be opposed to Kapila thought. Thus, we 

can say that Fouillée played an important role in Chōmin's interpretation of Buddhism.

3. Buddhist Influence in the Philosophy of Nakae Chomin

Chōmin is well known for having used words from the books Mèngzǐ『孟子』 (i.e., Men-

cius) and Zhuāngzǐ『荘子』,15 but he did the same with Buddhism. We can imagine that 

Chōmin appreciated Buddhism, like Taoism, for its invitation to transcend the present 

world  and  human  body.  Indeed,  to  explain  the  transcendental  character  of  truth,  

Chōmin often used the expression "two mirrors reflecting each other" 両鏡相照 , from 

the Blue Cliff Record.16 In an editorial of the Free Newspaper『自由新聞』from 1882, in 

which Chōmin explained the concept of moral freedom, he used the expression "the six 

desires and the five evils" 六欲五悪.17 The phrase "five evils" seems to be a creation of 

Chōmin, but the phrase "six desires" is clearly a Buddhist expression, meaning the  

13 "Kapila  est  l'auteur  d'un  système  sensualiste  qui  semble  aboutir  à  la  négation  de  Dieu."  Alfred 
FOUILLÉE. Histoire de la philosophie (Paris: Delagrave, 1875): 9.

14 "Les sens sont puissants, mais l'âme est plus puissante que les sens, l'intelligence est plus puissante que 
l'âme, et au-dessus de l'intelligence s'élève l'Etre." Ibid., 9.

15 YONEHARA Ken 米原謙.『近代日本思想と中江兆民』[Modern Japan thought and Nakae Chōmin」(Tokyo: 新評

論, 2003): 152.
16 The word is used in『続一年有半』(NCZ 10:274) and「吾儕時事ヲ論ズルコトを欲セズ」[We do not desire to 

discuss the actual questions] (NCZ 14:21).
17 NAKAE Chōmin.『吾儕ノ此新聞発兌スルヤ』[We publish this journal!], in NCZ 14: 2.
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desires coming from the six senses. Chōmin used the word  rokkon 六根  [six senses] 

itself. Of course, it is a word used in daily life nowadays, but Chōmin used it clearly in 

reference to Buddhism. He wrote, "It is the six senses that Gautama talks about,"18 The 

same word also appeared in the translation of Fouillée,  Rigaku enkakushi: "Nirvana 

means leaving the life of the six senses and entering the sphere of the non-living indes-

tructible."19 In Buddhism, rokkon (skt. ṣaḍindriya) means the six senses associated with 

the eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, and will (other meanings exist). The sixth sense, the 

will, means also the spirit, reason. It is interesting to see that in such a definition, body 

and mind are  united.  In  his  Sequel  to  One Year and a Half,  Chōmin followed the 

Buddhist definition of rokkon and affirmed that spirit is just a part of the body, not sep-

arate, and alongside the five bodily senses exists the faculty of the will (NCZ 10:235–

242, 267–268). There is a radical difference between the materialism of Chōmin and 

Buddhism, however: Chōmin approved of the pursuit of truth through the body and the 

present world. In Rigaku enkakushi, the explanation of Fouillée translated by Chōmin 

said clearly that in Buddhism, "the life of the six senses is illusion" (NCZ 4:72). In 

other  words,  Chōmin  was  completely  aware  of  this  difference.  Like  Buddhism, 

Chōmin did not separate body and mind, but unlike Buddhism, he thought it possible 

to reach truth through the body. 

In "Principal Discussion" 「本論」, Chōmin offered other interesting explanations 

about rokkon. He wrote that the "faculties of spirit" are "feeling," "will," and "thought," 

and  he  added  that  thought  is  constituted  by  "agreement,"  "discrimination,"  and 

"memory" (English in the original, NCZ 17:11,). Surprisingly, Chōmin, usually known 

for  his  references  to  French  or  Chinese  thought,  made  reference  here  to  English 

thought, but he did not give the name of the author. In his French Studies School 仏学

塾 , Chōmin used Herbert SPENCER's  Principles of Psychology,20 but this does not give 

the exact classification of the spirit. On the other hand, Alexander BAIN (1818–1903), 

the founder of psychology as a scientific discipline and a close friend to John Stuart 

MILL, gives the exact classification proposed by Chōmin, in The Senses and the Intel-

lect (1855), his first major work.21

Other indications lead to Bain. First, Bain was cited by Fouillée in his History of  

18 NAKAE Chōmin.「本論」[Principal discussion], in NCZ 17: 10. 
19 NAKAE Chōmin.『理学沿革史』, in NCZ 4: 50. The word rokkon 六根 appears also with the same meaning 

in NCZ 4: 71–72. Concerning Buddhism, Fouillée used Introduction à l'histoire du bouddhisme indien 
(1844), by Eugène BURNOUF.

20 NAKAE Chōmin.「仏学塾開陳書（一）」[Documents on the opening of French Studies school (1)], in NCZ 
17: 148–149.

21 Alexander BAIN. The Senses and the Intellect (London: John W. Parker and Son, 1855) 2: 322ff.

DUFOURMONT  IIR 1 (2013)    |    68



Philosophy, translated by Chōmin, and Chōmin himself gave Bain's name as one of the 

main English philosophers.22 In other words, Chōmin was aware of the existence of 

Bain. Second, most of the works of Bain had been translated into French by the time 

Chōmin went to France.23 Thus, the  fact  that  Bain was the author cited in "Principal 

Discussion" is without dispute. It is important to note that, without being a materialist,  

Bain wanted to clear psychology of metaphysics, to base the mental processes on phys-

ical sensations and not on spontaneous ideas.24 His influence on Chōmin's thought and 

Chōmin's interpretation of Buddhism should be discussed further.

4. Nakae Chomin and Arthur Schopenhauer

In a discussion about Chōmin and Buddhism, it is impossible to ignore the presence of 

Arthur  SCHOPENHAUER,  who  admired  Buddhism.  Chōmin  translated  his  Über  die 

Grundlage der Moral, from a translation by Auguste Laurent  BURDEAU (1851–1894), 

entitled  Fondement de la morale.  The reason why Chōmin decided to translate this 

book has never been really discussed.25 Some reasons can be found first in the fact that 

Schopenhauer  wanted  to  pursue  the  Discours  sur  l'origine  et  les  fondements  de  

l'inégalité parmi les hommes (1755) of Rousseau, for who Chōmin had a well-known 

interest. Second, Chōmin may have considered that the notion of Mitleid discussed by 

Schopenhauer was close to Mencius, because he used Mencius' expression sokuin no 

kokoro 惻隠の心  to translate it.26 Third, Schopenhauer criticized Kant's conception of 

morals for not being completely separated from Christianity. The atheist Chōmin might 

have  been  conscious  of  this.  Moreover,  Burdeau,  as  Minister  of  Education  of  the 

French Republic, was the author of moral handbooks for schools, based on the separa-

tion of religion and state.27 

On  the  other  hand,  it  is  important  to  note  that  in  Histoire  de  la  philosophie, 

Fouillée was very critical of Schopenhauer. For him, the attempt to escape from human 

22 NAKAE Chōmin.『理学沿革史』, in NCZ 6: 353;『理学鉤玄』, in NCZ 6: 149.
23 For  example,  M.  E.  CAZELLES translated  The  Senses  and  the  Intellect in  1874  (Les  sens  et  

l'intelligence,  Paris:  Librairie  Germer  Baillière),  and  Gabriel  COMPAYRÉ translated  Logic in  1875 
(Logique déductive et inductive, Paris: Libraire Germer Baillière).

24 See the collective issue on Alexander  BAIN, "Alexander Bain (1818–1903): L'esprit et le cerveau," 
Revue d'histoire des sciences 60 (2007): 277–386.

25 The only work that discusses Dōtoku daigenron 『道徳大原論』 is by FUNAKOSHI Sunako 船越素子.「中江兆民

のリベルテーモラルをめぐって」[On the freedom of thought in Nakae Chōmin ] 『哲学会誌』 31 (1996): 32–
43.

26 NAKAE Chōmin.『道徳大原論』[On the great fundamentals of morals], in NCZ 9: 288.
27 See Auguste-Laurent BURDEAU. L'instruction morale à l'école (Paris: Picard-Berheim, 1884); Manuel 

d'éducation morale (Paris: A.Picard et Kaan, 1891).
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desire, as found in Buddhism and Schopenhauer, invited only pessimism, and freedom 

in Schopenhauer's thought was not freedom as a universal value, based on individuals,  

but an abstraction that denied individuality (cf.,  NCZ 6:330–332). Jean-Marie GUYAU 

also considered Schopenhauer to be a pessimist.28 Chōmin addressed such criticisms in 

The Quest for Philosophy 『理学鉤玄』, and he added that in Schopenhauer the Will turns 

out  to be just  another word for God.29 Moreover,  it  is  also true that  Schopenhauer 

believed in reincarnation, a position that Chōmin could not accept.30 Thus, for Chōmin, 

Schopenhauer might have not been close enough to atheism, and his pessimism was 

also a fault.

5. The Controversy between Nakae Chomin and Inoue Enryo

Now that we understand how much Chōmin used Buddhism, how can we understand 

the differences between him and INOUE Enryō? With regard to philosophy, Enryō con-

sidered philosophy to be "the study of the global," that is to say that "philosophy is the 

discipline synthesizing the results of all sciences" (IS 1:287–288).31 However, Chōmin 

made a clear distinction between the sciences and philosophy, in favor of the first. Such 

an attitude was common during the first years of the Meiji period. For example, TSUDA 

Mamichi 津田真道, a materialist, distinguished between a philosophy that, like the other 

sciences,  was  based  on  induction  and  religions  like  Buddhism and  Confucianism,  

based on deduction and search for eternal principles.32

While sharing this view, Enryō headed off in a different direction. By contrast to 

Chōmin, he considered materialism to be a starting point for philosophy, not a finishing 

point. Like Chōmin, in order to describe the universe, Enryō used the words "elements" 

元素, "formal" 有形, and "formless" 無形, but his definition of such words was not the 

same. According to Enryō, the formless contained the formal, the formal contained the 

formless, and the elements were a combination of both (IS 1:315–317). This thinking 

belonged to a framework based on the binary pairing of "spirit-matter." Chōmin also 

saw a relation between the formal and formless, saying that the universe is a "great  

28 Jean-Marie GUYAU. Esquisse d'une morale sans obligation ni sanction (Paris: Allia, 2008): 39.
29 NAKAE Chōmin.『理学鉤玄』, in NCZ 6: 100, 152, 189–190, 230.
30 Kapani LAKSHMI. "Schopenhauer et l'Inde," Journal asiatique 1 (2002): 265–280. Strangely, Chōmin 

includes Buddhism and Bhramanism in monotheism, in Sequel to One Year and a Half (NCZ 10:249). 
Since Schopenhauer does the same, Chōmin may have been influenced by him.

31 INOUE Enryō 井上円了.『哲学新案』[New proposal of philosophy] [1909], in IS 1: 279–403.
32 OBARA Hiroyuki 尾原宏之.「元老院議官としての津田真道」[Tsuda Mamichi as bureaucrat of Genrō], 『政治思

想研究』12 (2012): 300.
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emptiness"大空 and at the same time "great [大有], but the elements are completely mat-

ter" (NCZ 10:266). On space and time too, Enryō offered at first glance a similar point 

of view because he described them as an "infinite form" 無限の形式 (IS 1:335). When 

he came to details, however, the difference with Chōmin grew: whereas Chōmin said 

that the entire universe and space and time are material,  Enryō considered it  to be  

"neither material, nor spiritual." It was for this reason that Enryō severely criticized  

Chōmin's materialism, writing that "his superficiality invites only laughter," because he 

believed that "before the formation of body, the elements for the formation of the spirit  

are necessary, and they are at the basis of both body and spirit" (IS 1:369).

This separation of spirit and body by Enryō leads to the question of his definition 

of materialism and idealism. For him, "materialism" 唯物論 was a doctrine based on the 

"external  world" and rejecting the "inner world," while "idealism"  唯心論 did the 

opposite. (IS 1:396) His philosophy was thus an attempt to find a middle way. Can we 

really define materialism and idealism in this way, however? In the case of Chōmin's  

materialism in particular, the criticism of Enryō says that the statement that "there is no 

way to explain externally the origin and the substance of the world by affirming that 

they are unknowable" (IS 7:562)33 cannot be applied, because Chōmin did not affirm 

such a statement.  

In fact, Enryō referred to the middle way between idealism and materialism as 

"new idealism" 新唯心論 . Of course, we may wonder whether the "new idealism" of 

Enryō was not just idealism pure and simple. This is suggested when he writes, "My 

thought is intermediate between the two philosophies, but even if it is neither material-

ist nor idealist, I take the idealist position when they oppose to each other" (IS 7:653).

The philosophical attitude of Enryō can be linked to the attitude of INOUE Tetsujirō

井上哲次郎  (1855–1944), who pretended to unify materialism and idealism in  what 

FUNAYAMA Shin'ichi 船山信一  called "eclecticism" 折衷主義 , as a new philosophy, but 

only to formulate another sort of idealism.34 The attacks of INOUE Enryō on materialism 

were not necessarily to defend the existing religions. In fact, Enryō thought that the 

cults of things, of people, of  Heaven, and monotheism appeared when philosophical 

consciousness was poor and rationality not yet developed. (IS 1:380) Moreover, even 

though Enryō criticized Christianity for its irrationality, he did not reject religion itself. 

On the contrary, Enryō wrote that "our main enemy is atheism, and all philosophy that 

differs with religion and its ideas. From this perspective Jesus and Buddha are just like  

33 INOUE Enryō 井上円了.『破唯物論』[Destroying materialism] [1898], in IS 7: 519–666.
34 FUNAYAMA Shin'ichi 船山信一.『明治哲学史研究』[Research on the history of Meiji philosophy] (Tokyo: ミ

ネルブァ書房, 1965): 115.
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friends."35

In Chōmin's thought, evolutionism was a weapon for atheism, whereas in Enryō's 

thought evolutionism was synonymous with Buddhism. The question to be asked is, 

how correct  was Enryō's  understanding of evolutionism? This is  important  because 

Enryō pointed out that evolutionism must be applied to the "sphere of the formal" 有形

学の範囲 , that is to say living things, and not to psychology, morals, and religions (IS 

7:579–581). In fact, Enryō approved of the idea of the preservation of energy and the 

eternity of substance, and from this perspective he affirmed that evolution included not  

only advance but also regression, in a great movement he called the "grand transforma-

tion" 大化 (IS 7:625) or "cyclic change" 輪化 (IS 1:297), in which he saw the principal 

inherent in the universe. Thus, even if Enryō affirmed the importance of the role of the  

sciences, he did not use evolution as a scientific concept but as a moral and religious  

concept. 

In Enryō's words, the idea of progress applied to religion meant that religion pro-

gressed from polytheism and monotheism to pantheism. Chōmin too considered pan-

theism to be an advance on monotheism and polytheism  (NCZ 10:266), but he also 

thought that philosophy appeared to be an advance on religion. By contrast, Enryō con-

sidered that the function of religion was to complete the role of philosophy (and the 

sciences): 

Philosophy, thanks to the use of reason and the intellect, reveals the true 
face of the universe,  in both its  aspects,  internal  and external;  religion 
opens the way, thanks to the use of faith, to put into practice the move-
ment received from it. Consequently, philosophy and religion are different 
in the sense that one is ideal and the other practical. (IS 1:397)

If pantheism was the final stage of religion for Enryō, then why did he want to protect  

Shinto, Buddhism, and Confucianism? It is hard to understand. Far from linking mater-

ialism with pantheism, like Chōmin, Enryō considered that materialism was first of all 

veneration for gold and human desires, not a philosophy, and a moral tendency coming 

from foreign countries. In other words, the criticism of materialism was, for Enryō, a 

way "to protect the nation and to love the truth" 護国愛理  and to "protect the Shintō, 

Buddhism, and Confucianism that flourished when the imperial family and national  

essence flourished."36 Is this not further proof that Enryō's "new idealism" was just 

35 INOUE Enryō.『真理金針』[The golden direction of truth] (Tokyo: 法蔵館, 1887): 313.
36 INOUE Enryō.『仏教活論 序論』・ (Tokyo: 哲学書院, 1887): 4–5.
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idealism? 

Although Chōmin and Enryō were in opposition when it  came to politics and 

materialism,  their  differences  and  resemblances  are  useful  for  understanding  how 

Japanese thinkers of the Meiji period thought about philosophy. Influenced by debates 

on evolution and religion, both men, worried for the future of their country, wanted to  

make philosophy a basis for the Japanese nation. Moreover, both tried to think a new 

philosophy that would surpass those of Europe and Asia, as a new step in the history of 

philosophy. What was the place for Buddhism in this goal? In the case of Chōmin, he  

often resembles a western scholar because of the influence of Rousseau and French 

thinkers, but as we have shown he used Buddhism to build his new philosophy. Thus,  

we cannot say that the Meiji period was simply a time when European philosophy was 

introduced and Buddhism rejected.

We cannot deny that Enryō and Chōmin were different with regard to their views 

on Buddhism and philosophy. This difference was fundamentally based on their partic-

ular political purposes: Chōmin had for his ideal morals that would achieve freedom,  

and he used Buddhism as historical step to affirm atheism and materialism, surpassing 

Buddhism and Christianity.  By contrast,  Enryō had for his ideal morals aimed at  a 

Confucian "education of the people," a tool for political leaders to control society and 

resist Christianity, and he used Buddhism to think a new idealist philosophy surpassing 

materialism.

Conclusion

As the case of NAKAE Chōmin shows, the Meiji period was not a time of passive recep-

tion of European philosophy but a time of reinterpretation of local thoughts such as 

Buddhism as a consequence of the acquisition of philosophy.  Attempts to use both 

philosophy and  Buddhism were  not  limited  to  INOUE Enryō  but  appeared  also  in 

Chōmin's thought. Chōmin did not use the already existing interpretation of Buddhism 

but built his own interpretation using French works on Buddhism, and he elaborated 

his materialism through it. His reason for using Buddhism was, like Taoism, to use 

thoughts that promised departure from the present world and to reach for an absolute 

truth (he called shinri 真理) that overcomes space and time. This truth was intended to 

replace religion.  By contrast,  Enryō rediscovered the importance of religion.  These 

thinkers were at opposite poles, but at the same time they both represent the history of  

Buddhism and the history of Japanese philosophy in modern times.
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