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Kitaro Nishida during his stay in Yamaguchi
Michihiro YOKOTA

Abstract

Kitaro Nishida (1870-1945), a philosopher, served as a teacher at Yamaguchi-Kotogakko, a college
under the old system, from 1897 to 1899. In this article, I will explore how Nishida lived and what
he contemplated during his stay in Yamaguchi. In the first section, I explain about the school where
he worked and discuss where he lived. Then, I will inquire into his diaries, letters and articles, in
the second, third and fourth sections respectively.

Reading his diaries during his stay in Yamaguchi, you gain a strong impression of his will, which
he used to focus his consciousness as part of his Zen training to live an ascetic life. He also enjoyed
climbing mountains, seeing waterfalls and playing a kind of football. His daily experience in nature
and his practice of contemplation provided a context for his ideas about experience and the
knowledge of reality.

In the sixteenth century, Francis Xavier visited Yamaguchi. He spent more time propagating
Christianity in Yamaguchi than anywhere else he visited in Japan. In the Meiji Era, Amatus Villion,
a missionary, searched for the place where Xavier lived and found it in 1893. According to Nishida’'s
letter to his friend, while he was in Yamaguchi he was deeply impressed by the words, “Which of
you by taking thought can add one cubit unto his stature?” which is written in the sixth chapter of
The Gospel according to Matthew. This helped him get rid of his dissatisfaction and complaints and
feel easy and peaceful.

Yasunosuke Yamamoto published an article in 1898 called “Religion and Reason”. According to it,
every religion has it's own >creed<, which is identified with a dogma. Men who believe the creed
have >beliefs<. The emotions that drive us to seek spiritual peace hinder the development of reason
in a religion and so men accept a creed blindly and irrationally. Yamamoto expressed a view that we
should not be restrained by our >emotions< and should develop our >reason< in our religion.

Nishida objected to Yamamoto's view of religion. In the same year, he published an article, “My
comment on Mr. Yamamoto's article titled Religion and Reason.” ” He says, “It is not true that a
creed precedes a belief, but it is true that a belief precedes a creed.” We can escape from the limited
world, go into the unlimited world, unify with the Absolute and experience “the reason why the
reality of the active universe as a whole is what we see.” Nishida called this kind of >intuitive
understanding< a >belief<, which is most important for him. The >belief< is originally beyond words
but becomes expressed as a >creed< with concepts and words, which is not so important for him.
His view of religion attaches greater importance to the intuitive and emotional understanding than
to the only intellectual knowledge and understanding.

Nishida found in the center of religion a desire to escape from the limited world and unify with
the Unlimited. He regarded God not as transcendent out of the cosmos but as working immanently
in the midst of the cosmos. Such a view of religion during Nishida's stay in Yamaguchi was
expressed also in Study on the Good (Zen no Kenkyu) which was published in 1911.
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