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The Development of the Acceptance of Neoplatonism in Japan

Hiroto DOI

Kitaro Nishida (1870-1945) and Seiichi Hatano (1877-1950) were the first philosophers
who accepted Neoplatonism in Japan, focusing on its core elements. It is possible to see how
the acceptance of Neoplatonism by Japanese thinkers evolved afterwards in Hajime Tanabe
(1885-1962) works, especially in his critique of Nishida, who greatly influenced him.

Although Tanabe also possessed a certain understanding of Neoplatonism in the history
of Western philosophy, and his main subject was Plotinus, what is distinctive about Tanabe’s
reference to Plotinus is his Philosophy as Metanoetics (1946) and “The Logic of the Species as
Dialectics” (1947). In Philosophy as Metanoetics, Tanabe regards Plotinus as a philosopher of
contemplation, pointing out his insufficiency by citing “On Nature, Contemplation, and the
One” (Enn. 111, 8). However, Tanabe’s critique seems to be somewhat off the mark since Plo-
tinus claims that all the original activities of the soul are contemplation. In addition, it should
be noted that Nishida, whom Tanabe criticizes, also mentions Plotinus’ III, 8. Tanabe’s cri-
tique of Plotinus seems to be directed less at Plotinus’ bias toward contemplation and neglect
of practice than at his lack of the element of negation by “other-power.” However, it seems
inappropriate for Tanabe to criticize Plotinus on the grounds that Plotinus neglects nothing-
ness, because in Plotinus, the existence is an important object of philosophy, while nothing-
ness is not. Nevertheless, the significance of Plotinus in Philosophy as Metanoetics will not be
small, because he is not only criticized but also positioned as a thought Tanabe should over-
come.

In “The Logic of the Species as Dialectics”, Plotinus appears again in the context of Nishi-
da’s critique. There, Tanabe’s view seems to be slightly changed, and the matter or material
in Plotinus is positioned as an element of negation as other-power.

Thus, although Plotinus was criticized for his insufficiency in Philosophy as Metanoetics,
Tanabe incorporated some elements of dialectic into his own thought in “The Logic of the
Species as Dialectics”, which can be said the place where Tanabe accepted Plotinus.
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