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The Beginning of the Acceptance of Neoplatonism in Japan

Hiroto DOI

The purpose of this paper is to examine how Neoplatonism was accepted by Japanese
thinkers in its early days, especially from the perspective of the intersection of philosophy
and religion. The paper specifically discusses; Kitaro Nishida (1870-1945) and Seiichi Hatano
(1877-1950).

The first Japanese philosopher to mention Neoplatonism was Kitaro Nishida, known
as the representative of the Kyoto School. It should be noted that Nishida has cited the
prominent Neoplatonist Plotinus in several books (From the Acting to the Seeing, etc.). In
such works, Nishida discusses the issue of how the transcendential “One” and the individual
are connected, and positions Plotinus as a resonance to the core of his thoughts. However,
Nishida did not use the word “religion” for Plotinus, even though the word was already
known to the world at that time. Nevertheless, mentioning Plotinus at the heart of his
thoughts is characteristic of Nishida’s attitude toward Neoplatonism.

The next Japanese philosopher was Seiichi Hatano. He declared Neoplatonism as a
“scholar’s religion” in An Outline of the History of Western Philosophy. He does not say how
Plotinus was religious, but his foundation in religious philosophy suggests that Japanese
thinkers at the time were trying to understand Neoplatonism from the “roots”. In conclusion,
since the introduction of Neoplatonism in Japan, their approaches to its essence have been

made even in an insufficient way.
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