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FROM THE HISTORY OF THE RECEPTION OF IDEAS TO 
THE HISTORY OF THE IDEA OF RECEPTION

OUTLINE OF A METHODOLOGY
0

KURODA Akinobu 黒田昭信

Even though it is indisputable that the history of ideas in the Meiji period is character-

ized as being the history of the reception of various concepts that had developed within 

the history of western thought, it was also a process in which the act of reception itself  

was intentionally refined as a methodological attitude. That process could equally be 

read as a history of the attempt to grasp ideas in their new possibilities, far from the 

context in which they arose, yet always as "Other."

The History of Thought as Philosophical Method 

What does it mean to understand an individual philosopher or his/her ideas? In order to 

do so, first, the following three approaches should be avoided:
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• Historicism, which reduces ideas to historical conditions. 

• Presentism, which evaluates ideas only from the viewpoint of the present.

• Universalism, which separates ideas from their historical context, and analyzes 

only the concepts and propositions that constitute them.

In order to understand an individual thinker or his/her ideas, it seems that tracing the 

historical context in which a particular idea arose, following the processes of genera-

tion and transformation of the idea itself, and grasping what within it goes beyond the 

historical context, is an essential procedure.

What kind of method might be used as an approach to the history of ideas? The 

following could be thought of as one attempt: a stratigraphic downward approach that 

involves considering history as a whole that is made up of many layers, following each 

fact and reason in order and moving from a "history of events" to a "history in depth," 

distinguishing each layer down to what could be called the creative layer of the ideas. 

The Three Aims of this Presentation 

(1) Firstly, rather than a history of the reception of ideas that calls into question how 

foreign ideas were received, I will present the concept of what might be called the his-

tory of the idea of  reception, following a process in which one ideological approach 

among the ways that such ideas are received is refined. (2) Secondly, I will outline a 

history of concepts as an application of the  history  of the idea of  reception.  As an 

example, I will indicate the characteristics that emerge in the process of the reception 

and transformation of the concept of "Subject/subject/sujet" in Japan since the Meiji 

period. (3) Finally, through these steps, I will demonstrate a method of the history of 

ideas that consists of grasping an idea in its possibilities by offering a forum for open 

discussion. 

"Subject/subject/sujet": Reception and Transformation of a Concept

 

Here I will present one aspect of the history of the term shutai 主体 [subject] that does 

not appear in KOBAYASHI Toshiaki's 小林敏明 history of shutai,『〈主体〉のゆくえ』[In 

search of the subject] (Tokyo: 講談社選書メチエ, 2010), in which, based on primary doc-

uments, he outlines superbly the changes undergone by this concept through the history 

of ideas in modern Japan. He describes how the concept came into being through the  
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process of entering Japan from the West and being translated, along with various other 

concepts, in the Meiji period; the inversion of its meaning; the concealment or forget-

ting of its origins; the establishment of  shukan 主観  as a translation; the leap from 

shukan to shutai in the early Shōwa period; the extensive use of the concept shutai by 

the Kyoto School that can be seen before and during World War II; and the postwar 

debate on individuality.

In 1937, NISHIDA Kitarō's 西田幾多郎 article「実践と対象認識」[Practice and object-

ive knowledge]  was published, in which he started to use the concept of  shutai  fre-

quently, as if a dam had broken, in a way influenced by MIKI Kiyoshi  三木清 , who 

played an important role in modern Japanese philosophy by introducing the concept. In 

the same year, completely independently of the fashion for the term shutai in the Kyoto 

School, the linguist TOKIEDA Motoki 時枝誠記 published the paper「心的過程としての言

語本質観」[A view of the nature of language as a mental process], which would become 

the focus of the introduction to『国語学原論』[Principles of Japanese linguistics], pub-

lished in  1941.  In  that  paper,  and later  in  the  introduction  to  Principles,  in  which 

Tokieda's own linguistic  theory was developed  through criticism of  Saussure's  lin-

guistic theory, the word shutai was used frequently, on almost every page. On the other 

hand, in the detailed exposition in Principles, the incompatibility of the concept shugo 

主語  [subject], which was contingent on the grammar of western languages, with the 

grammar  of  the  Japanese  language  was  demonstrated  on  the  basis  of  a  wealth  of 

examples. In other words, the following three things are theoretically inseparable: the 

liberation from shugo as a grammatical concept; the inclusion in and subordination to 

the predicate of what was usually called shugo, but which is in fact its complementary 

element;  and  the  ubiquity of  the  concept  of  shutai as  the  fundamental  element  of 

Tokieda's language-as-process theory. Here, it is possible to see one of the culminations 

reached in the refinement process by the concept of "subject" through the process of its  

reception in the history of modern ideas in Japan.   

From the History of the Reception of Ideas to the History of the Idea of "Recep-

tion" 

What kind of form will be taken by the history of ideas in Japan for which "reception"  

is a structural moment?  It cannot be reduced to a history of internal development, nor  

to  a  history of  external  influences.  It  must  be  said  that  the  former  is  problematic 

because it lacks a structural moment or axis running through the history of Japanese  

thought, while the latter lacks validity from the outset because of the fictitiousness of  
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representing "foreign" and "traditional (native)" as being in opposition to each other. 

The conception of a history of thought in which the person engaged in it voluntar-

ily enrolls himself/herself as subject, one might say, in the genealogy of the history of 

Japanese  ideas  that  has  its  origins  in  external  sources,  while  understanding  these 

sources as just that, as Other (Anderssein), constantly returning to them and examining 

how they were received each time, in short, the conception of a history of the receptive 

development of ideas might be one possible answer to the question posed above. 

The Development of Ideas Open to the "Other"

The reception of external sources as such demands that we step "outside ourselves." 

Returning to the sources that are "Other" does not allow us to identify ourselves with  

"tradition" that withdraws into itself. Voluntarily signing up to a genealogy of ideas  

cannot mean the exclusion of the "Other," nor its assimilation or absorption, but con-

sists simply of "enrolling oneself" as subject in the process of development of a living,  

open tradition, by gauging the distance that separates the "Other" from the "Present."
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