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Tanabe Hajime’s Interpretation of Plato:
From the Discussion of Socrates to the Prospect of Neoplatonism

DOI Hiroto

Tanabe Hajime (1885-1962) was a Japanese philosopher, whose tireless speculation
traversed philosophy and religion. Neoplatonism, as represented by Plotinus, provides a clue
regarding the relationship between philosophy and religion in Tanabe’s works. However,
Tanabe’s references to this relationship are fragmentary; therefore, this paper aims to clarify
Tanabe’s thoughts, which bridged philosophy and religion by examining Plato.

Tanabe regarded Plato as having established a dialectic and critically referred to Plotinus
as an “overreach” of Plato. Plato is discussed intensively in Tanabe’s third article, “Self-
Transcendence in Platonism and Faith in Gospel,” which is included in Existence, Love and
Practice (1947). This article opens with a discussion of the death of Socrates as depicted by
Plato’s Phaedo. In the article, Tanabe claims that daemon’s exhortation of Socrates as an
ordinary man leads to repentance, resulting in the religion of Other-power. This is not limited
to Existence, Love and Practice but can also be found in Philosophy as Metanoetics, which was
published a year prior. In addition, Tanabe argues that Socrates’ practice of death can be
connected to the “Zen of learning death” advocated by Suzuki Shdsan, a Zen monk of the
Edo period. This would integrate Pure Land Buddhism of Other-power and Zen Buddhism of
self-power through Platonism.

Thus, Tanabe’s interpretation of Plato is built into a salvation that reflects his dialectic,
involving Zen and Pure Land Buddhism, and is constructed as a larger-scale idea that crosses
Eastern and Western ideas as well as religion and philosophy. These discussions indicate
that Tanabe accepted and considered the characteristics of Platonism as a mediation between
philosophy and religion. Despite Tanabe’s interpretation of Plato being accompanied by
misinterpretations and deviations, it was considered a creative interpretation that opened a

passage from Western thought to Eastern thought, such as Zen and Pure Land Buddhism.
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