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Crossroads of World Philosophy

By translating and adapting western books, the first generation of Meiji scholars, such 

as  NISHI Amane  西周  and  FUKUZAWA Yūkichi  福沢諭吉 , coined a modern academic 

vocabulary.  This  new scholarly terminology was  summed up  in  the  Philosophical  

Vocabulary『哲學字彙』(2nd ed., 1884), edited by INOUE Tetsujirō 井上哲次郎. This gloss-

ary fulfilled to  some extent  a  normative function at  the  early Tokyo  University in 

standardizing the meta-language of modern Japanese humanities.  New paradigmatic 

concepts, such as "theory" 理論 and "practice" 実践, "philosophy" 哲学 and "religion" 宗
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教 ,  "science"  科学  and "superstition"  迷信 , "individual"  個人  and "freedom"  自由 , 

"ethics" 倫理 and "happiness" 幸福, "subject" 主体 and "object" 客体, "culture" 文化 and 

"civilization"  文 明 ,  "society"  社 会  and  "state"  国 家 ,  "phenomenon"  現 象  and 

"experience" 経験, "logic" 論理 and "truth" 真理, and "concept" 概念 and "definition" 定

義, eventually came to be used in China and Korea as well and are by now part of the 

common terminology of academia in the East Asian cultural sphere.

Needless  to  say,  linguistic  modernization  during  the  Meiji  period  was  an 

extremely complex process. To understand this development in greater detail, concep-

tual history is a very fruitful approach. Today, we have already listened to a very inter-

esting talk about the history of the term shutai 主体 by Michael BURTSCHER.1 The Tokyo 

University scholars  SHIMAZONO Susumu  島薗進  and  ISOMAE Junichi  磯前順一  have 

researched the conceptual history of shūkyō 宗教 in great detail. Besides the neologism 

tetsugaku 哲学, there exists research on the terms rinri 倫理, shakai 社会, jiyū 自由, and 

others. I myself have contributed some investigations into the compound shinri 真理 in 

my Ph.D. thesis. Moreover, we can look forward to more research done by Michael 

BURTSCHER about other compounds that have been built with the character ri 理. As an 

important tool for such investigations, the  Dictionary of Translated Words in Philo-

sophy and Thought『哲学 思想翻訳語事典』・ (2003), edited by SHIBATA Takayuki 柴田隆

行 (Toyo University) and ISHIZUKA Masahide 石塚正英, is recommended.

However, I will not contribute to this strand of research today, but rather want to  

start out from a historical interpretation of the modernization of the Japanese language 

during that period. Above, I have used the terms "paradigmatic" and "meta-language." 

I believe that the new terminology in the humanities should be considered in relation to 

the establishment of Tokyo University. In this perspective, the various new abstract  

concepts can be interpreted as tools of academic research or means of scholarly percep-

tion. The technical terms allow each discipline in the humanities to analyze and recon-

struct their respective objects. The modern research university is a vantage point to a 

certain extent withdrawn from society, from where the history, thought, and culture of 

the past can be grasped at a meta-level. In this sense, we can understand that the mod-

ernized Japanese of  the  Meiji  period functioned as  a  new paradigmatic  conceptual 

framework, or as a new academic meta-language.

INOUE Enryō 井上円了 and INOUE Tetsujirō 井上哲次郎, who both received their edu-

cation at the early Tokyo University, are two representative scholars of the second gen-

1 Unfortunately, Michael BURTSCHER's presentation on "Inoue Enryō and the Term Shutai: Notes on a 
Keyword of Modern Japanese Thought" could not be included in this issue.
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eration of the Meiji period. In the works of the Two Inoues, the formative phase of the 

various  discourses  of  modern  Japanese  humanities  appear  to  be almost  completed. 

Because of the breadth of their writings, stretching over several fields, both have been 

criticized for their eclecticism. Putting aside the question of whether they succeeded in 

inventing a philosophical system, an evaluation other than eclecticism seems possible 

when the historical context is taken into consideration: In the works of the Two Inoues,  

the ethics, religions, and metaphysics of three cultural spheres, namely India, Europe, 

and East  Asia,  are  reconstructed in  the  new scholarly idiom and thereby mediated 

within  the  same  conceptual  framework.  In  the  new discursive  space  that  had  thus 

opened up,  it  became possible to compare,  discuss,  and systematize the thought of 

three different civilizations. Rather than criticize their writings as eclectic, it is more  

significant  to  consider  this  newly formed  framework itself  as  an  achievement  and 

observe it as a fascinating historical step. The discourses of modern Japanese humanit -

ies as established by the second generation of Meiji  scholars can thus be seen as a  

crossroads of world philosophy. The "Four Sages" 四聖, Confucius, Buddha, Socrates, 

and Kant, as selected by Inoue Enryō for ceremonial reverence, symbolize this new 

global outlook, which became possible with the establishment of Tokyo University.

Extracting  and  contrasting  two  different  concepts  of  philosophy from Enryō's 

writings, namely, from the Principles for Establishing a Philosophy Academy「哲学館

開設旨趣」(1887) and A Quick Primer to Philosophy『哲学早わかり』(1899), I give con-

tent to the idea of a crossroads of world philosophy in the latter part of my presenta-

tion.

Theoretical Philosophy in Inoue Enryo

In the founding document of Toyo University, the Principles for Establishing a Philo-

sophy Academy, the idea of philosophy that is representative for the younger Enryō can 

be found: 

Philosophy is the science that searches for the principles behind all things 
and determines their laws. From politics and law above to the numerous 
sciences and technologies beneath, they all  receive their principles and 
laws from this science. One does therefore praise philosophy for sure not 
too much, if one calls her the central government in the world of science, 
the learning that unifies the myriad forms of learning. (25:750)

The notion of philosophy expressed here is clearly the notion of theoretical philosophy 
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in the Aristotelian tradition. At the time, the Aristotelian idea of philosophy was repres-

ented by Herbert  SPENCER, who was regarded as  the  world's  foremost  philosopher. 

Enryō  had  studied  SPENCER's  First  Principles thoroughly  under  the  guidance  of 

TOYAMA Masakazu 外山正一 during his student years at Tokyo University. One import-

ant aspect of this type of theoretical philosophy is the idea of philosophy as the theory 

of the system of sciences. As prefigured in Aristotle's  Metaphysics  (K 1064), philo-

sophy classifies the world into several ontological domains, and it postulates for each 

of these domains a specific science. Numbers are investigated by mathematics, anim-

ated beings are investigated by biology, the mind is researched by psychology, political 

science takes politics as its object, etc.

The system of sciences formed in this way became the basic structure of the mod-

ern research university. The research fields as outlined by the system of sciences cor-

respond to faculties and departments on the organizational level of the university. It is, 

in fact, no overstatement to say that the modern research university is institutionalized 

Aristotelian philosophy. That the idea of philosophy as the theory of science is clearly 

stated in the founding document of Toyo University is a great fortune for the university, 

I believe. Moreover, the metaphor that compares the function of philosophy in provid-

ing a system of sciences with the function of a central government is, as far as I can  

see, Enryō's original idea.

Philosophy is "the central government in the world of science, the learning which 

unifies [統轄] the myriad forms of learning." The term tōkatsu 統轄, which appears in 

the quotation, can be read in two ways. Because of the political metaphor in the imme-

diate  context,  the meaning of  "control"  and "supervise" seems prevalent.  However,  

looking at other occurrences in Enryō's writings, the same idea is often paraphrased 

with sōgō 総合 (2:38), tōgō 統合 (2:39), or sōkatsu 総括 (1:89). This suggests that Enryō 

also had in mind the meaning of "summarizing" and "unifying", which the word has 

today when written with 括  instead of 轄. Reading the quotation in this sense, besides 

being the theory of science, philosophy is also attributed with the function of summar-

izing and unifying the knowledge of the other academic disciplines. With regard to 

how philosophy accomplishes such unification, philosophy is traditionally thought to 

differ from the other sciences in that it does not take a specific ontological domain as 

its  object.  Instead,  it  investigates  being  itself  or  speculates  about  the  cosmos  as  a 

whole.  This kind of philosophy,  which Aristotle called First  Philosophy and which 

came to be known as metaphysics, is what Enryō called "Genuine Philosophy" 純正哲

学.

The enormously influential idea of philosophy as the theory of science and meta-
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physics has dominated the public image of philosophy in both the West and Japan at  

least since the 19th century.

Practical Philosophy in Inoue Enryo

As we have heard today in the commemorative lecture of President TAKEMURA Makio 

竹村牧男  (see same issue), rather than pure metaphysics, the later Enryō emphasized 

activity and practice in his thinking. At least as a framework, Enryō's practical per-

spective can already be grasped from his  Principles for  Establishing a Philosophy  

Academy. At the beginning and the end of the text, Enryō stated his wish that the Philo-

sophy Academy would contribute to "enlightenment" 開明  and "progress" 開進  of the 

world.  He expressed the hope for the progress of human civilization that had been 

influential during the early Meiji years under the key phrase "Civilization and Enlight-

enment" 文明開化.

The question that arises at this point is, in what way might this superior science 

called philosophy, which pursues the ultimate truth, contribute to the practical realm of 

human civilization? This problem, which can be reformulated as the question of the 

value of truth  for mankind, cannot be solved in the framework of theoretical philo-

sophy because theoretical philosophy by its own definition reflects on truth for its own 

sake. In other words, truth means descriptive validity, and therefore the value of truth 

itself is beyond the scope of theoretical thinking. Enryō founded a school where Genu-

ine Philosophy, i.e., pure metaphysics, could be studied, but the ultimate purpose or 

function the school was thereby meant to fulfill was not a theoretical but a practical 

one. The value the modern university has for human civilization as an institution to 

pursue research for its own sake must be discussed in the framework of practical philo-

sophy.

The founder of Toyo University had practical reasons for establishing the Philo-

sophy Academy 125 years ago. Therefore, we have to examine his practical thinking if 

we want to find out about his intentions. Reading Enryō's introductory lecture in philo-

sophy, which was published in 1899 as A Quick Primer to Philosophy, we can under-

stand in more detail why Enryō considered philosophy to be necessary for Japan in 

particular and human civilization in general. In his  Quick Primer to Philosophy, the 

above-discussed idea of theoretical philosophy is again clearly expressed, but we can 

also find in it the shoots, or the philosophical foundation, of Enryō's later emphasis on 

morals, practice, and activity. In the lecture, Enryō attempted to counter the image of 

philosophy as "futile science most distant from any social use" (2:27). In this context,  
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Enryō defined philosophy as "human studies" or (in the German sense) "anthropology" 

人間の学 (also 人間の研究). "Philosophy studies the characteristics which make human 

beings human" (2:29–30). Moreover, he wrote

To be born as a human being and to live in this world without knowing the 
purpose of mankind is in my view the greatest impropriety. […] This pur-
pose cannot be investigated by physics or astronomy,  this investigation 
has to rely on philosophy. However many days one might spend peering 
into the  microscope,  the  Human Path is  certainly not  going  to  appear 
therein.  However  many months  one  might  spend staring  into  the  tele-
scope, the purpose of mankind will never be found out that way. (2:53)

According to Enryō, it is impossible to lead a life appropriate to human nature or to 

develop a sound human civilization as long as we do not know what humans are and 

what the purpose of mankind is. From this, Enryō drew the interesting conclusion that, 

"since we have been born as human beings, it is right to realize the study of philosophy 

[as the study of mankind] as our inevitable duty" (2:53). In the same passage,  Enryō 

cited the Analects to indicate that this was the original impulse of Chinese philosophy: 

"Confucius even said: hearing about the Path in the morning, I might as well die in the  

evening. This Path is the same as the purpose of mankind." Standing at the crossroads 

of world philosophy and pioneering the field of comparative philosophy, Enryō recog-

nized that philosophy was born as humanism not only in the Analects but also in the 

figure of Socrates as portrayed in the Platonic Dialogues. He pointed out that Socrates 

marked the beginning of the era of "human philosophy"  人間哲学  in ancient Europe. 

"He turned around the cosmological philosophy of the preceding age and shifted philo-

sophical inquiry to the human world. He only taught reasoning about ethics and ped-

agogic" (2:48–49). According to Enryō, philosophy as can be seen in Confucius and 

Socrates (or in the Analects and the writing of Plato) began from the same existential 

and humanistic impulse.

Conclusion

Why then did Inoue Enryō found a school where metaphysics (or Genuine Philosophy) 

could be studied? In A Quick Primer to Philosophy, we find a clear answer to this ques-

tion. He presents four points to clarify the benefits of Genuine Philosophy for the indi-

vidual: "(1) Training the intellect. (2) Widening the thought. (3) Uplifting the senti-

ment. (4) Pacifying the human mind" (2:56). Whereas the first and second points are 
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evident, I believe, this cannot necessarily be said about third and the fourth. To provide 

any further explanation for if and how the refinement of reason influences the senti -

ment, and for if and how speculating about the ultimate truth pacifies the mind, one has 

to speak about the nature of the human mind. This puts the inquiry necessarily into an 

anthropological framework. Expanding this further, not only to philosophical training 

but also to all fundamental fields of practical philosophy, i.e., education, ethics, and 

politics,  discussing their  value and ideal  form cannot be separated from the funda-

mental  question  What  is  human? In  this  sense,  I  believe,  the  fundamental  role  of 

anthropology for practical philosophy, as suggested by Enryō, can be admitted.
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